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ABSTRACT

Having Their Say: Parents of High-Achieving African American Elementary
Students Talk About the Home-School Relationship describes a qualitative
research study that explored parents’ perceptions of their role in education and
how these perceptions translate into specific parent involvement practices both
at home and at school. It also identifies the concerns that African American
parents have about their children’s schooling and offers their suggestions for
improvement.
Twelve parents of African American students identified as
“high-achieving” and of varying socioeconomic levels participated in either a
focus group discussion or in an Individual in-depth interview about parent
involvement in education. Epstein’s theoretical model of overlapping spheres of
influence and typology of parent involvement practices were used as the bases
for formulating the questioning route.
Interview data revealed that parent participants were able to distinguish
between the responsibilities of families and the responsibilities of schools in the
education of children but also recognized that families and schools must work
together to insure student success. Parents perceived their responsibilities as
teaching their children the value of education, instilling a strong work ethic, and
supporting learning at home. Parents reported that the school’s primary
responsibility is to teach students the content and skills appropriate for each
grade level and to use a variety of instructional approaches.

Ill
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In describing their parent involvement practices, parents reported being
actively involved in three types of activities; (1) communicating with the school;
(2) supporting learning at home; and (3) volunteering and/or attending school
events. Parents talked about their concerns with the racial identity development
of their children and expressed their views on Black History Month and the
recruitment of minority teachers. However, parents did not view teacher race as
a critical factor related to their children's racial identity development; instead,
they described their concerns with the teacher placement policies of large urban
school districts and how these policies can shortchange students in at-risk
schools.
Finally, parents made suggestions for improving home-school
relationships that have implications for all parents, teachers, school
administrators, human resources departments of school districts, and teacher
educators interested in parent involvement and multicultural issues in education.
The findings of this study identify the need for more staff development in these
areas. They add to the growing body of literature that suggests family
environment is more predictive of student achievement than status variables
such as race or social class.

IV
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You know what I’ve been thinking lately? All those people
who were mean to me in my life—all those rebby boys—
they have turned to dust, and this old gal is still here, along
with sister Sadie...They’re turning in their graves while Sadie
and me are getting the last word, in this book. And honey, I
surely do love getting the last word. I’m having my say, giving
my opinion. Lord, ain’t it good to be an Amencan...Truth is, I
never thought I’d see the day when people would be interested
in hearing what two old Negro women have to say. Life still
surprises me. So maybe the last laugh’s on me.
—Bessie Delany (1993)
From Having Our Say: The Delany Sisters’ First 100 Years
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Parents are a child's first teachers. From infancy and on through
childhood, parents help shape many of the characteristics and behaviors that will
remain with children throughout their entire lifetimes. For parents, this process
is an important one; it is an opportunity for parents to instill in their children the
values they hold dear and perhaps to sow the seeds of dreams that they
themselves have never realized.
The age of five is a time of transition for parents and for their children in
that all eyes begin to turn toward the school. Children will now spend a great
deal of time learning outside the home; the teacher will become a significant and
influential part of the child's life. The child will now be "shared” by concerned
parents and teachers alike, both of whom hold the best of intentions. In order to
maximize the child's growth and development, it becomes necessary to establish
a positive and trusting relationship between the home and the school.
The positive effects of parental involvement on student achievement and
success in school have been well documented (Coleman et al., 1966; Epstein,
1990; Henderson, 1987, 1981; Stevenson & Baker, 1987; Swap, 1993; Walberg,
1984). Students at all grade levels benefit from parent involvement; furthermore.
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the greater the involvement and the more roles parents play, the better the
academic outcome. Parent involvement has been identified as one of the most
critical organizational variables for effective schools and for the improvement of
student achievement (Hawley & Rosenholtz, 1983; Purkey & Smith, 1983;
Fullan, 1985).
Parent involvement yields benefits for teachers as well. Studies of the
effects of parent involvement on teaching practices have suggested that
teachers report more positive feelings about teaching and their school when
there is more parent involvement (Leitch & Tangri, 1988; Epstein & Dauber,
1991). Teachers who frequently involve parents rate all parents, regardless of
the level of parent education, more positively and stereotype families less than
do other teachers (Epstein, 1996). Working with parents raises teachers’
expectations for and appreciation of parents as partners (Epstein, 1990).
Despite these findings, teachers are often ill-prepared for involving
parents in the schooling process (Comer, 1988; Epstein, 1990; Leitch & Tangri,
1988; Lightfoot, 1978; NSBA, 1988; Ost, 1988); teachers' efforts to involve
parents tend to drop as early as the second or third grade (Brandt, 1989).
Furthermore, teacher preparation programs often neglect parent involvement
issues, producing teachers who lack the appropriate strategies or structures for
involving parents in the educational process.
Although the simultaneous influence of schools and families on students
is undeniable, it is too often ignored both in research and in practice (Epstein,
1990; Ost, 1988). Epstein (1990) states, “Most family textbooks and courses
ignore the school, and most education courses ignore the family” (p. 118).
To further complicate matters, educators often have a limited definition of
parent involvement and define a very narrow range of parent behaviors as

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

3

legitimate and helpful (Lareau, 1993; Lightfoot, 1978). Teachers often want
parents to support their practices and carry out requests but do not want parents
interfering with their instructional plans and decisions (Lightfoot, 1978). Comer
(1986) states that "Many schools simply don't want parents present, and many
parents are reluctant to become involved, as well” (p. 444).
Another barrier to parent involvement can occur when parents are
unaware of the vital role they can play in the education of their children. In a
classic study examining parental involvement at two elementary schools, Lareau
(1989) found important differences between working class and
upper-middle-class parents' beliefs about their role in the educational process.
Interviews with working class parents revealed a common belief that it is
primarily the teacher's responsibility to educate the child. As a result,
working-class parents sought little information about either the curriculum or the
educational process; their criticisms of the school focused primarily on
non-academic concerns.
By contrast, Lareau found that upper-middle-class parents believed that
education is a shared responsibility between the home and school. They sought
information about their children’s education and were often critical of the school
and individual teacher performance. Lareau concluded that the social class
context of a school affects the nature of the home-school partnership; these
findings suggest that many parents, particularly of low socioeconomic status,
may have very different beliefs about their roles in the educational process.
Similarly, other research suggests that while most parents do attempt to
help their children at home, many lack knowledge in how to do so appropriately
(Epstein, 1992; Gilbert & Gay, 1985; Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler & Burow, 1995;
Lareau, 1989). This occurs for parents with all educational backgrounds and is
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especially true for those parents with less formal education (Baker & Stevenson,
1986; Epstein, 1990; Hidalgo et al., 1995). Parents who are unfamiliar with
teachers' instructional practices and expectations as well as the curriculum of
the classroom may feel at a loss when attempting to assist children.
Furthermore, parents who may not have been successful in school themselves
often lack confidence in their own abilities and may be hesitant to become
involved (Comer, 1986).
Many parents, however, do recognize that educating children is a
responsibility shared by families and schools alike. During the 27th Annual Phi
Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll of the public's attitudes toward public schools (Elam &
Rose, 1995), parents were asked about their willingness to spell out everyone's
responsibilities—the school's, the child's, and the parents' alike— with regard to
their children's education. An overwhelming 89% of the parent respondents
answered in the affirmative. The results of this poll support the notion that
parents, in general, do recognize that they share responsibility with the school
for the education of their children. These findings make it even more imperative
that schools search for new, more effective approaches to parent involvement.
Parent Involvement and Demographic Trends
One reason often cited as a factor contributing to low levels of parent
involvement for some families is demographic changes in the school population
including an increase in the number of poor and minority children who are "at
risk" of failure in schools (NSBA, 1988). Present demographic trends predict
that by the year 2000, one-third of the nation's schoolchildren will be children of
color (Grant & Secada, 1990). In many of today's urban schools, minority
students are already in the numerical majority. It has also been reported that
one in four students is poor; a higher percentage of America's children are below
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the poverty line today than in the previous 30 years (Hodgkinson, 1995). By
1986 nearly half of the population of African American children was reported as
being reared in poverty (Eshleman, 1988). The correlation between
demographic characteristics such as poverty and race has been well
documented (Grant & Secada, 1990) painting a bleak picture for these "at-risk"
children. Poor and minority children are disproportionately represented in
special education programs, score lower on achievement tests, and are dropping
out of school at an alarming rate (Knapp & Woolverton, 1995).
While the student population is becoming increasingly diverse, our
teaching force is becoming more White and female (Grant & Secada, 1990). It
has been reported that only 12 to 14 percent of the current teaching force is
nonwhite and is 67 to 68 percent female. If present trends continue as
predicted, the discontinuity between teacher and student demographics is likely
to remain and become even greater. Given this disparity between the nation's
teaching force and its schoolchildren, it is important to consider demographic
factors such as socioeconomic status and race in the parent involvement issue.
While social class is hard to disentangle from other categorical
descriptions such as race, ethnicity, and gender (Knapp & Woolverton, 1995),
research on family environments suggests that the higher the socioeconomic
level, the greater the parent involvement (Epstein, 1990; Lareau, 1989). It has
been suggested in the literature (Knapp & Woolverton, 1995) that social class
plays a major role in shaping parents' perceptions of their children's capabilities
and opportunities for achievement. Many lower-class parents realize that their
children may not possess some of the abilities and skills valued by mainstream
culture. This cultural mismatch can result in a mutual distrust between parents
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and teachers and the loss of hope that schools will educate their children
adequately (Comer, 1988).
Some research has suggested that the school sometimes adds to the
problems of low-income students by reinforcing the class structure of society in
the classroom. In a now classic study, Rist (1970) reported the results of an
observational study of one class of ghetto children during kindergarten, first, and
second grade years. Rist described how the kindergarten teacher placed
children in reading groups which reflected the social class composition of the
class and how these placements persisted throughout the first several years of
the students' schooling. Rist's study suggests that teacher behaviors, especially
toward children of varying social classes, can be an important influence on
student achievement.
For minorlty-status parents as well, the school can be a source of
alienation (Calabrese, 1990; Comer, 1985; Lightfoot, 1978) and an attitude of
distrust often prevails (Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Comer, 1986). Lareau (1993)
found that concerns regarding racial injustice in schooling are evident in African
American families across the spectrum of social class and thus contends that
race appears to have an important and independent influence on the
construction of parent-teacher relationships.
There is increasing evidence that teachers are most able to understand
and support students who are like themselves in culture, race, and ethnicity; it
may be difficult for teachers to avoid misunderstandings and effectively teach
"other people's children" (Delpit, 1988; Kozol, 1991; Cochran-Smith, 1995).
Several studies indicate that when teachers differ culturally from their students,
teachers are less likely to know students' parents and more likely to believe that
parents are disinterested (Epstein & Dauber, 1991 ). Yet studies focusing on
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teachers who engage parents in a high level of involvement have been found to
be less inclined to stereotype poor, minority parents (Epstein, 1990; Comer,
1985). Today, more than ever, it appears that the challenges of parent
involvement include the need for schools to respond to the social and cultural
differences found among families.
The Importance of Family Environments
Some students from all situations, including poor and minority family
backgrounds, are succeeding in school despite their "at-risk" designation. While
previous studies have focused on why students fail, more researchers are now
turning their attention toward the success stories of poor and minority students
to learn what makes the difference. One theme that has emerged from this
research is the importance of family environment.
The literature has begun to suggest that family environment is a critical
factor influencing school achievement (Bloom, 1982; Clark, 1983; Davies, 1991;
Epstein, 1990; Scott-Jones, 1987; Walberg, 1984). Studies have found that the
more families are involved in children’s education, the less parent behavior or
student success can be explained by status variables such as race or social
class.
Walberg (1984), for example, reports that syntheses of 2,575 empirical
studies of academic learning reveal that parents directly or indirectly influence
eight chief determinants of cognitive, affective, and behavioral learning. While
four of these factors relate directly to classroom learning, the other four are
described as being indirect or supportive factors and include an academically
stimulating home environment.
Walberg further reports that studies focusing specifically on the effects of
home conditions on learning suggest that the “curriculum of the home”
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(p. 400) predicts academic learning twice as well as the socioeconomic status of
families. This curriculum includes “informed parent/child conversations about
everyday events, encouragement and discussion of leisure reading, monitoring
and joint analysis of televiewing, deferral of immediate gratifications to
accomplish long-term goals, and expressions of affection and interest in
children’s academic and personal growth” (p. 400). Walberg concludes that
given the relationship between home conditions and learning as well as the
amount of time children spend at home, school programs aimed at improving
academic conditions in the home should promote student achievement.
Walberg’s research on home environments is important in that it suggests that
families can compensate for lack of material or economic resources when they
draw on their strengths to support and guide their children’s education.
Family environment has also been the focus of many studies which have
shown how parents of all cultural backgrounds teach their children and work with
schools to insure their success. This research includes studies of African
American families (Clark, 1983; Comer, 1980,1988; Dauber & Epstein, 1993;
Epstein & Dauber, 1991; McAdoo, 1981; Scott-Jones, 1987), Chinese American
families (Sung, 1987; Wong, 1990), Indochinese families (Caplan, Choy, &
Whitmore, 1992), and Hispanic families (Canino, Earley, & Rogler, 1989;
Delgado & Humm-Delgado, 1982; Delgado-Gaitan, 1990; Delgado-Gaitan &
Trueba, 1991; Moll & Greenberg, 1990). It is, therefore, conceivable that the
more schools do to involve all families, the less parent behavior or student
success can be explained by status variables.
The knowledge base about home-school partnerships for families of
diverse backgrounds continues to grow; however, many questions remain. How
do families with different racial, socioeconomic, and cultural backgrounds
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support the education of their children? What do families teach? What forms of
educational resources do parents provide for their children? What do families
and schools expect of each other? What can be done to improve the
relationship between diverse families and schools to create conditions that are
more beneficial for children? Researchers in the past have devoted little
attention to questions such as these. This study begins to fill that gap.
Purpose
This study focused on how parents of high-achieving African American
elementary students representing different socioeconomic levels perceive the
home-school relationship. The primary purpose of the study was to explore
parents' perceptions of their role in the educational process and how these
perceptions translate into specific parent involvement practices both at home
and at school. A second purpose was to describe the barriers to parent
involvement commonly experienced by parents of high-achieving African
American elementary students. This investigation provided insight into how
schools can modify current educational programs and practices to better meet
the needs of African American families.
Statement of the Problem
Poverty affects nearly one out of every three children under the age of six.
Worse yet are the statistics for African American children; by 1986, nearly half of
all African American children were being raised in poverty (Hidalgo et al., 1995).
It is almost universally accepted that educational achievement, as
measured by grades and test scores, varies by social class (Coleman et al.,
1966; Jencks, 1972; Natriello, McDill, & Pallas, 1990). Higher class status
correlates with high academic achievement and low social class with low levels
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of achievement (Coleman et al., 1966; Hum, 1993; Persell, 1977). Moreover,
these correlations hold over time and across cultures (Persell, 1977; Hum,
1993). Thus living in poverty places many African American children at risk for
educational failure (Hidalgo et al., 1995).
Studies indicate that African American students, especially males, are
disproportionately represented in the elementary grade-retention and high
school drop-out rates of public schools (Hess & Greer, 1987; Hess & Lauber,
1985; Kaufman, 1991). However, the school achievement research literature
has emphasized failures rather than the successes of African American children
(Slaughter-DeFoe, 1990). Some African American children succeed despite a
wide range of adverse conditions (Pollard, 1989; Shields, 1989). Educators are
becoming increasingly aware of the importance of family members as active,
positive contributors to the educative process both inside and outside the
classroom (Lightfoot, 1978; Slaughter-DeFoe, 1991; Strickland & Ascher, 1992).
The deficit-oriented models that have evolved over the past fail to consider how
many African American and other minority families become resourceful and
creative even under the worst of circumstances (Hale, 1991 ; Stack, 1991 ). A
growing literature dispels the myth that African American families lack the
values, attitudes, and skills to help their children be successful in school
(Hidalgo et al., 1995).
While much of the literature on families and schooling is sensitive to
social class, little attention has been given to race in the study of parent
involvement. Few studies have examined specific parent involvement practices
associated with different levels of achievement within a given class or racial
group; the variability in achievement within class and racial groups needs to be
explained (Kellaghan et al., 1993; Knapp & Woolverton, 1995; Scott-Jones,
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1987). While schools are making efforts to involve the family, especially
low-income, minority, and culturally different parents, in the education of children
(Slaughter & Epps, 1987), teachers' efforts to Involve "hard to reach" (Epstein &
Dauber, 1991 ) parents are often met with failure.
Demographic trends reveal that the number of minority students. Including
African Americans, will Increase, presenting new challenges for teachers as they
strive to work effectively with culturally diverse populations. Since learning
occurs both at home and in school, it was fitting and worthwhile to explore the
home-school relationships of African American families whose students are
succeeding In school in an effort to determine how all families and teachers can
work together in a more meaningful and productive manner.
Research Goal and Questions
The primary goal of this study was to explore how parents of
high-achieving African American students perceive the home-school relationship
by examining parents' perceptions of their role and related parent involvement
practices. A second goal was to identify the school-related concerns of these
parents and suggestions for improvement. Specifically, this study asked:
1. How do the parents of high-achieving African
American elementary students perceive their role in
the education of their children?
2. In what ways do the parents of high-achieving
African American elementary students report they are
Involved in their children's schooling?
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3. What obstacles to Involvement in schooling do the
parents of high-achieving African American
elementary students report experiencing?
4. How do the parents of high-achleving African
American elementary students think schools can
better meet the needs of African American families?
Definitions of Tenns
For the purposes of this study, key terms and their definitions are listed
below.
High-achieving: students whose school records indicate good attendance,
average or above average grades (any comlnbatlon of As, B's, or C's) In the
core curricular areas (reading, oral and written language, and mathematics), and
satisfactory or excellent social growth.
African American: students who are identified as being Black on pupil
enrollment forms filed in the school’s office; parents who identify themselves as
being Black.
Parent: the legal guardian of the child; this may include the child's natural
parent or step-parent by marriage.
Involvement: any activity or practice which the parent perceives as being
related to the child’s education.

Theoretical Framework
Since both schools and parents share responsibility for the education of
children, this investigation utilized Joyce Epstein's (1986) theoretical model of
overlapping spheres of influence. Epstein’s model integrates and extends
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of nested connections between
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individuals and organizations, Leichter’s (1974) educational insight into families
as educators, Litwak and Meyer’s (1974) sociological perspectives on
connections of professional and nonprofessional institutions and individuals, and
Seeley’s (1981) emphasis on shared responsibility as well as years of
sociological and psychological research on school and family environments and
their effects.
Epstein’s theoretical model was modified In 1995 to Include three key
environments that educate and socialize children; the family, the school, and the
community. However, for the purposes of this study, emphasis was placed on
two spheres of influence: the home and the school.
Epstein’s model views the shared responsibilities of family and school as
a set of overlapping spheres of Influence that alter the Interactions of members
of both Institutions and consequently affect student learning and development.
The key environments are shown pictorlally as spheres that can, by design, be
drawn together or be pushed apart by practices and Interpersonal forces In each
environment (see Figure 1). The extent of overlap is affected by both time and
behavior: interactions may occur at a general insltutlonal level (e.g. schoolwlde
events) and/or at a personal level (e.g. a teacher-parent phone conversation).
The external structure of the model consists of overlapping or
non-overlapping spheres of influence of the two environments—the family and
the school. The degree of overlap is controlled by three forces: time (Force A)
and the experience/philosophy of both the family (Force B) and the school
(Force C).
As shown in Figure 1, Force A represents the developmental line for
students from birth through high school which registers the changes in
characteristics and the needs of students as they develop. While family and
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FIGURE 1

Epstein's Model of Overlapping Spheres of Influence
in Families and Schools
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school spheres tend to overlap more in the early school years, the degree of
overlap varies for children at all grade levels because of varying philosophies,
policies, and practices and the demands of parents, teachers, or both. These
are represented by Forces B and C—measures of the experiences of and
pressures on family and school members. Thus, the forces push together or pull
apart the spheres to produce more or less overlap along the developmental and
historic timelines.
The internal structure of the model shows interpersonal relationships and
influence patterns and includes levels of interaction between organizations and
between individuals. Family (F) and school (S) connections, parent (P) and
teacher (T) connections, and the child’s (C) central place are represented in the
model. The multi-directional arrows assume that interpersonal relationships
continually exist between individuals both at home and at school and are also
influenced by time (Force A) and by the experiences and decisions of teachers
and parents (Forces B and C). These internal relationships also affect the
degree of overlap between the family and school.
Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence recognizes the
continuous change that occurs in families and schools and their interlocking
histories. Most importantly, the model suggests that parent involvement is a
variable that can increase or decrease school effectiveness and student success
in school, depending upon the actions of teachers, administrators, parents, and
students. Since this research was designed to provide insight into how African
American families and schools can work together more effectively, Epstein’s
model was appropriate as the theoretical framework for this study and the
development of grounded theory.
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Contributions of the Study
Marshall and Rossman (1989) state that a research study should
demonstrate its usefulness in three areas; contributions to knowledge, relevant
policy arenas, and practitioners. The findings of this study provide insight into
the home-school relationships of African American families and have
implications for both practitioners and policy makers concerned with parent
involvement and multicultural issues.
First, this study contributes to our knowledge of how the parents of
high-achieving African American elementary students perceive their role in
education and are involved in their children's schooling. This research also
adds to our knowledge of the concerns that some African American parents have
about their children’s schooling and offers some possible solutions.
Second, the findings of this study are useful to both school district and
university policymakers. This study has implications for the human resources
departments of large school districts in that parents identified teacher placement
policies and practices as one of their major concerns. These findings are also
useful to policymakers at the university level in that they suggest the need for
teacher education programs to require coursework focusing on parent
involvement In education and in multicultural issues. In addition, this study also
provides support for school district and university policies designed to recruit
more minorities into the field of education.
Third, the findings of this study are useful to practitioners in the
classroom, in school administration, and in curriculum development and can be
incorporated into staff development programs. This research study provides
teachers, administrators, and curriculum specialists with additional insight as
they develop more effective approaches to parental involvement and address
the curricular and instructional implications of teaching in a multicultural society
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In addition, this research addresses the need for more parent involvement
studies focusing on culturally diverse families. While the influence of social
class on parent involvement practices has been explored, few studies have
focused on the relationship between race and parent involvement in education.
Given the positive effect that parent involvement has on student achievement,
schools need to know how to help families in which large numbers of children
fail, especially those from ethnic minority groups (Hidalgo et al., 1995).
Finally, this research study adds to the growing body of literature that
suggests family environment is a critical factor influencing student achievement.
Furthermore, the findings reveal that much can be learned from families whose
children are succeeding in school.
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CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The body of literature on parent involvement is extensive. This chapter
presents a review of parent involvement research pertinent to the following
topics with regards to the exploration of the home-school relationships of
high-achieving African American elementary students:
1. A definition of parent involvement
2. An historical perspective on parent involvement
3. Parent involvement models
4. Epstein's typology of parent Involvement practices
5. Social class and parent involvement
6. Family environments and student achievement
7. Family and community influences on African American student
achievement
Defining Parent Involvement
Because of changing demographics and family circumstances, some
educators (Davies, 1991; Epstein, 1986) have identified a need for an expanded
definition of parent involvement and new terminology for describing the
connection between the home and the school.

18
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In general, educators are beginning to show a preference for the word
"family" as opposed to "parent." Given the growing numbers of single-parent
homes and households with extended family members living under the same
roof, use of the word "family" recognizes the importance of all family members,
not just mothers and fathers (Davies, 1991 ).
It has been also suggested that by focusing on family strengths, new
definitions of parent involvement are replacing the old deficit views of poor and
minority students. Davies (1991 ) states that "improving the capacity of urban
families to foster the social and academic growth of their children means building
on the strengths of those families and of their diverse, multicultural communities"
(p. 378).
Davies (1991) identifies three common themes in current definitions of
parent involvement. First, parent involvement provides for the success of all
children. Underlying this theme is the belief that all children can learn and that
no child should be labeled as a likely failure because of the social, economic, or
racial characteristics of his/her family.
A second common theme is that today's definition of parent involvement
emphasizes the development of the whole child; social, emotional, physical, and
academic growth are viewed as being inextricably linked. Thus all facets of the
development of a child must be addressed by schools and families alike.
A third commonality among new approaches to parent involvement relates
to schools and families sharing responsibility in the education of children. In
keeping with this theme, researchers in the parent involvement field are showing
a preference for the word "partnership" (Hidalgo et al., 1995) in describing the
relationship between the home and school. The concept of a partnership implies
a formal alliance and a contractual agreement for family members and school
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personnel to work together and to share responsibility. Most importantly, the
notion of partnership acknowledges that neither parents nor schools alone can
educate and socialize children for their work in society (Davies, 1991 ; Williams &
Chavkin, 1989). Joyce Epstein's (1986) theoretical model of school and family
connections, described earlier in Chapter 1, is illustrative of this theme,
emphasizing the concept of overlapping spheres of influence and responsibility
between the home and the school.
An Historical Perspective: Common Schooling
Parents have always been involved in the education of their children;
however, their involvement has changed over time (Berger, 1991 ). Insight into
current parent involvement issues can be gained by examining the home-school
relationships of the past.
In Pillars of the Republic, Kaestle (1983) offers an account of how school
reform during the antebellum period (1780-1860) included the development of
free common schools dedicated to moral education and good citizenship. Public
school leaders at the time, such as Horace Mann and Henry Barnard, were
characteristically Anglo-American in background, Protestant in religion, and from
the middle ranks of American society. All shared the same social beliefs about
human nature, nationhood, and political economy that provided the ideological
context for the creation of state school systems based on republicanism,
Protestantism, and capitalism. The most forceful and influential variant of this
ideology, a strain which Kaestle calls "cosmopolitan" (p. 77), advocated
government intervention to regulate morals, develop institutions, and create a
more homogeneous population. Thus, their version of Protestant ideology was
centralist, assimilationist, and moralistic.
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The growing complexity of the economy and concern about training an
increasingly diverse population for citizenship led many Americans to believe in
policies that would create discipline, unity, and social order. However, there was
substantial opposition to centralization and state regulation; the effort to
organize and homogenize institutions such as the common schools threatened
highly- prized local control which left much of the responsibility for schooling to
parents. Thus the school reform movement of the antebellum period created a
new element of tension between state and parent, with school reformers arguing
the precedence of state responsibility over traditional parental responsibility for
education. Children were now seen as property of the state; parents who
became too involved were seen as interfering with a teacher’s rightful authority.
In addition to the struggle over state versus local control. Catholics,
European immigrants, or non-whites attending common schools experienced
greater conflict with the schools than those families who shared the Protestant
ideology of the reformists described earlier. Some parents, especially
non-Anglos, viewed the culture of the common school as alien and failed to see
the benefits of such an education. Furthermore, textbooks used often
demeaning views of immigrants and racist ideas about non-whites, alienating
some children and their families from the emerging common school system.
In sum, the struggle for central or local control of school is not new.
Furthermore, families different from mainstream American society, including
African Americans, have historically experienced greater conflict and frustration
in the schooling of their children.
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Models of Home-Schooi Relationships
While there has been and continues to be conflict between the home and
the school throughout the history of the American public school system, efforts
have been made to develop models for increasing our understanding of the
relationship between schools and families.
Swap (1993) has proposed four models to describe the relationship
between the home and school. According to Swap, each model is currently in
use in schools and is defined by a different set of goals, assumptions, attitudes,
behaviors, and strategies. In addition. Swap states that the four models of
home-school relationships are not necessarily arranged in an ascending order of
desirability. The model of choice depends on the values of families and
educators as well as the needs of the children.
The Protective Model
The protective model of parent involvement seeks to reduce conflict by
discouraging contact between parents and educators. Swap describes this first
model as a "blueprint for avoiding intensive interactions between home and
school and for keeping the roles of parents and teachers separate" (p. 46).
Swap states that this anti-partnership approach is the dominant model for
home-school relationships.
The protective model is driven by three assumptions: (1) that parents
delegate to the school the responsibility of educating their children; (2) parents
hold school personnel accountable for the results; and (3) educators accept this
delegation of responsibility. The strategies for parent involvement that are
supported by this model include rituals such as the traditional open house where
opportunities for authentic dialogue are restricted.
The single advantage to the protective model of parent involvement is that
it is generally effective in achieving its goal of protecting the school against
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parental intrusion. Disadvantages include that it (1) exacerbates existing
conflicts between home and school; (2) ignores the potential of home-school
collaboration for improving student achievement; and (3) rejects rich resources
for school support available from families and community members.
The School-to-Home Transmission Model
The primary goal of this second parent involvement model is to enlist
parents in supporting the objectives established by the school. This model
assumes that: (1 ) children's achievement improves with continuity of
expectations and values between home and school; (2) school personnel should
identify the values and practices outside school that contribute to academic
success; and (3) parents should endorse the importance of schooling, reinforce
school expectations at home, and provide home conditions that support the
school's efforts.
Swap states that most schools' parent involvement programs are based
on this model. In contrast to the protective model, the school-to-home
transmission model acknowledges the continuous interchange between home
and school as well as the important role that parents play in enhancing their
children's achievement in school. However, this "teacher-knows-best" approach
does not support two-way communication between the home and school. In this
model, parents play a supportive and subordinate role. The school-to-home
transmission model is often prominent in the education of minority and at-risk
students (Hudley & Barnes, 1993).
Schools that employ the school-to-home transmission model of parent
involvement can generate useful connections in the areas of communication,
support for parents, parent support for the school, and home learning. They
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engage in practices such as newsletters, parent education workshops, and
volunteer programs.
The Curriculum Enrichment Model
The goal of the curriculum enrichment model is to expand and extend the
school's curriculum by incorporating the contributions of families into it. This
model assumes that families have important expertise to contribute and that the
interaction between the home and the school and the implementation of the
revised curriculum will enhance the objectives of the school.
This particular model reflects the school's efforts to become more
sensitive to increasingly diverse student populations by making curriculum more
accurately reflect the views, values, history, and learning styles of the families
represented in the school, particularly those of minorities.
Two important assumptions guide the interaction between parents and
teachers in the curriculum enrichment model of parent involvement; (1) both
must work together to enrich curriculum objectives and content; and (2)
relationships between home and school are based on mutual respect and
recognition of the expertise that parents and educators both possess.
Swap states that the curriculum enrichment model is a necessary but not
sufficient component of a comprehensive parent involvement program in that its
focus is restricted to the development of curriculum and instructional practices;
the extension of this reciprocal dialogue into school improvement or school
management is not part of the model. However, the power of the curriculum
enrichment model lies in its recognition of the strengths of families from many
different backgrounds and from the continuity in concepts, values, and
educational practices between home and school. The presence of diverse
families transforms the curriculum and creates continuity between the home and
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the school for children. Furthermore, implementation of this parent involvement
model may result in an increase in the resources available to schools and
provides opportunities for adults to learn from each other.
The.Eartnersbip Model

The primary goal of the partnership model is for parents and educators to
work together to accomplish a common mission. Generally, the mission is for all
children in school to achieve success. This model is based on two important
assumptions; (1) accomplishing the mission requires a re-visioning of all aspects
of the school; and (2) accomplishing the mission demands collaboration among
parents, community members, and educators.
Swap suggests that the partnership model is the model of choice when
the following school conditions exist; (1) most children are not doing well in
school; (2) the population of children and families is heterogeneous; and (3)
there is a lack of agreement among families and educators about the definition
of success and the characteristics of children and schools that contribute to
success.
The partnership model differs from the school-to-home transmission
model in its emphasis on two-way communication, parental strengths, and
problem solving with parents. It differs from the curriculum enrichment model in
that in promoting its mission, all aspects of the school are affected, not just
curriculum and instructional practices.
Home-School Partnerships: Epstein’s Model Revisited
Epstein’s model of overlapping spheres of influence, described earlier in
Chapter 1, is an improvement upon other models of parent involvement. The
power of the model lies in showing that—at any given time, in any school, and in
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any family—parent involvement Is a variable that can be increased or decreased
by the actions of teachers, administrators, parents, and students. The model
helps explain how parents' and teachers' views of home-school relations,
ranging from clearly separate families and schools to highly overlapping spheres
of family and school influences, determine the extent to which a true partnership
will form.
Epstein (1995) explains that in a partnership, teachers and administrators
create more “family-like” (p. 702) schools by recognizing the child's individuality
and making all families welcome at school. Similarly, in a partnership, parents
create more “school-like” (p. 702) families by recognizing that each child is also
a student. To accomplish this, families reinforce the importance of school and
related activities such as homework. Epstein suggests that “the shared interests
and investments of schools and families will create conditions of caring that work
to 'overdetermine' the likelihood of student success” (p. 702).
The model of overlapping spheres of influence will be useful in this
exploration of the home-school relationships of high-achieving African American
students. As the theoretical framework for this study, this theory has the
potential to increase our understanding of how all families, especially African
Americans, and schools can develop strong partnerships which can withstand
disagreements, provide avenues for problem solving, and ultimately help all
students succeed in school.

Epstein's Typology of Parent Involvement Practices
In addition to developing the model of overlapping spheres of influence,
Epstein (1995) has identified six major types of parent involvement. The
typology is useful in the development of more comprehensive programs of
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school and family partnerships and also helps researchers formulate their
questions and utilize results in ways that inform and improve practice.
Parenting
The first type of parent involvement is called the basic obligations of
parents or simply parenting. This type of involvement refers to helping all
families establish positive home conditions that ensure the good health and
safety of children. Practices that are illustrative of this type of involvement
include; workshops on parenting and child rearing at various ages and grade
levels; GED courses for parents; family support programs to assist families with
health, nutrition, and other services; and home visits.
CommunicatlDg

A second type of parent involvement in Epstein's typology is the basic
obligations of schools, which refers to the design of effective forms of
school-to-home and home-to-school communications about school programs
and children's progress. Sample practices in this category include; parent
conferences; the use of language translators; weekly or monthly folders of
students' work sent home for review by parents; report cards; regular notices,
memos, phone calls, newsletters, or other communications; and information on
school courses, programs, activities, and policies.
Volunteering/Attendance at School Events
The third type of involvement is volunteering or the recruitment and
organization of parent help and support. This category refers to parent
volunteers who assist teachers, administrators, and children in classrooms or in
other areas of school life. It also includes attendance at school programs and
events such as the traditional Back-to-School Night or student performances.
Activities such as organizing parent rooms or family centers for volunteer work
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and meetings, developing annual surveys to identity volunteers, establishing and
maintaining telephone trees, and organizing parent safety patrols are also
examples of this type of parent involvement practice.
Learning at Home
Learning at home is the fourth type of parent involvement in Epstein's
typology. This category refers to both parent-initiated activities or child-initiated
requests for help at home. Involvement of this type provides information and
ideas to families about how to help students at home with homework and other
curriculum-related activities. Examples include; information on skills required for
students in all subjects at each grade level; information on homework policies;
information on how to assist students to improve specific skills; homework that
requires students to discuss with their families what they are studying in class;
calendars with activities for parents and students at home; family math, science,
and reading activities; and summer learning activities.
De£tslan.Making

The fifth type of parent involvement is governance and advocacy. This
type of involvement refers to parents taking decision-making roles in the PTA
and advisory councils at the school, district, or state level. Also included in this
category are independent advocacy groups who lobby and work for school
reform.
Collaborating with Community
The last type of parent involvement more recently identified by Epstein
(1995) is that of collaboration with the community and refers to the identification
and integration of resources and services from the community to strengthen
school programs, family practices, and student learning and development.
Sample practices include information for students and their families on
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community health, cultural, recreational, social support, and other programs and
services; information on community activities related to learning skills and
exploring talents; and school-business partnership programs.
In sum, Epstein’s typology of parent involvement practices is
comprehensive and was useful in this study in that it served as the basis for
focus group discussions and individual interviews about parent involvement
practices.

Social Class and Parent Involvement
Numerous research studies have revealed that students whose parents
are actively involved in the education of their children tend to have higher
achievement and better attendance, better behavior, and better grades
regardless of their social class or ethnicity (Henderson, 1987; Stevenson &
Baker, 1987; Dornbusch & Ritter, 1988; Mortimore et al., 1988). However,
although parent involvement is positively linked to school success, the level of
parent involvement among families varies. Some research has suggested that a
lack of involvement is not random and that social class has a powerful influence
on parent involvement patterns (Lareau, 1989). Furthermore, some studies
focusing specifically on the relationship between parent involvement and social
class have suggested that, in general, the higher the socioeconomic level, the
higher the level of parent involvement (Epstein, 1992; Hidalgo et al., 1995).
Lareau's (1989) classic study of social class and parental intervention in
elementary education, described briefly in Chapter 1, is illustrative of this
variation in parent participation in schooling. Lareau studied the process by
which social position influences educational outcomes by exploring the
family-school relationships in a predominantly white, working-class elementary
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school and in a predominantly white upper-middle-class elementary school. In
Home Advantage, Lareau describes the family-school relationships in one first
grade class in each school; her analysis focuses on twelve white families over
the course of the children's first and second grade school years.
Lareau found important differences between the family-school
relationships of the working-class and upper-middle-class communities. She
describes the relationship between working-class families and the school as
being characterized by separation. Because working-class parents believed that
teachers are responsible for education, they sought little information about either
the curriculum or the educational process. Most working-class parents limited
their criticism of the school to non-academic issues. As a result, their children
received what Lareau described as a "generic" education (p. 139).
By contrast, Lareau's findings indicated that upper-middle-class parents
attempt to shape their children’s school experience; they do not depend on the
school for authority nor do they automatically defer to teacher expertise.
Upper-middle-class parents formed relationships characterized by an
interconnectedness between family and school life. Most of the
upper-middle-class parents read to their children and reinforced the curriculum
at home. Many, particularly parents of low achievers, attempted to "customize"
(p. 139) their children’s schooling by requesting particular teachers and
programs, and hiring tutors. Although mothers were the most active,
upper-middle-class fathers attended school events and were involved in making
important school-related decisions affecting their children.
Other parent involvement studies focusing on social class have yielded
similar results, indicating that in the areas of promoting verbal development,
reading to children, taking children to the library, attending school events.
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enrolling children in summer school, and making complaints to the principal,
middle-class parents consistently take a more active role in schooling than
working-class and lower-class parents (Baker & Stevenson, 1986; Heath, 1983;
Stevenson & Baker, 1987).
Several explanations have been offered in an attempt to explain the gap
in levels of involvement between upper and lower-class parents.
Parents' Values

It has been argued that socioeconomic status influences parents' values
and that these values, in turn, influence children's educational goals and
motivations (Sewell & Hauser, 1980). This view is consistent with the "culture of
poverty" perspective which attributed the lower levels of parent involvement to
the lower value which parents placed on education (Deutsch, 1967; Reissman,
1962).
Institutional Discrimination
Another reason often given in the investigation of differing levels of parent
involvement relates to educational institutions themselves. Some researchers
have suggested that schools engage in institutional discrimination by making
middle-class families feel more welcome than working-class or lower-class
families (Lightfoot, 1978; Comer, 1988). Comer, for example, maintains that
many lower-class parents realize their children's abilities may not be those
valued by middle-class teachers and anticipated by school curricula.
Some researchers have maintained that greater involvement of parents,
especially in working-class and minority communities, can be enhanced when
teachers have more positive and understanding attitudes toward parents and
develop an ability to communicate and work with parents in a collaborative
manner (Lightfoot, 1978; Epstein, 1995; Leitch & Tangri, 1988; Lareau, 1989;

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

32

Corner, 1991 ). Epstein found that within schools, some teachers are "leaders" in
working with parents and are successful in getting parents from all
socioeconomic backgrounds involved in the schooling process (Epstein &
Becker, 1982). Furthermore, these teacher leaders are also less likely to use
social class as an excuse for a lack of involvement and are more likely to
question their own strategies for increasing parent participation.
Bourdieu and Cultural Capital
Another approach to understanding varying levels of parent involvement
in schooling draws on the work of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and the
concept of cultural capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Bourdieu argues that
social class alters the cultural resources that individuals have access to in their
home environment and that schools draw unevenly on these resources. For
example, schools use particular linguistic structures, authority patterns, and
types of curricula that children of higher socioeconomic status are already
familiar with upon entering school. Bourdieu maintains that these differences in
cultural experiences in the home affect children's adjustment to school and their
academic achievement.
Bourdieu's concept of cultural capital offers a perspective that
emphasizes the importance of the structure of both the school and family life and
the dispositions of individuals (what Bourdieu refers to as "habitus") in
understanding the different levels of parent participation in schooling. Lareau
(1989) states, "The standards of the school are not neutral; their requests for
parent involvement may be laden with the cultural experiences of intellectual and
economic elites" (p. 8).
Bourdieu's concept of cultural capital has much promise in examining how
class and class cultures facilitate or impede parents' negotiation of the process
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of schooling and may improve upon existing explanations of why working-class
parents tend to be less involved in the schooling process than their
upper-middle-class counterparts. If social class provides parents with cultural
capital which yields social profits, class differences in parent involvement in
schooling may be rooted in more than the values parents place on educational
success or the strategies schools adopt for recruiting parents.
Research on Family Environments
Some research suggests that family environment is a critical factor
influencing school achievement (Clark, 1983; Scott-Jones, 1987; Bloom, 1982;
Walberg, 1984). These studies have found that the more families are involved,
the less parent behavior or student success can be explained by status variables
such as race or social class. Walberg (1984), for example, states that the
"curriculum of the home" (p. 400) predicts academic learning twice as well as the
socioeconomic status of families, suggesting that families can compensate for
lack of material or economic resources when they draw on their strengths to
support and guide their children's education.
Hidalgo et al. (1995) report findings from the first phase of a study of
family influence and family-school-community connections of four ethnic groups
in the Boston area. The study was a collaborative effort on the part of four
researchers: Nitza Hidalgo(1992), studying Puerto Rican families; Josephine
Bright (1992), studying African American families; Sau-Fong Siu (1992) studying
Chinese-American families; and Susan McAllister Swap (1992), studying
Irish-American families. The researchers explored how families from the four
ethnic groups support their children's school success in kindergarten through
second grade, how definitions of success vary from year to year, and how
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families respond to their children's development and the school's demands and
expectations.
Several crosscutting themes emerged which may provide guiding
principles for understanding school partnerships with families of diverse
backgrounds. It was reported that in all four cultural groups, parents (1) love
and care for their children; (2) have historically valued and supported their
children's education; (3) have traditionally drawn from the strengths of their
extended families and communities for support in educating their children; and
(4) have made and continue to make personal sacrifices so that their children
will have the education necessary to succeed in mainstream American society
(Hidalgo et al., 1995).
Most importantly, for all four cultural groups, it was found that the school
plays an important role in whether and how families become involved in their
children's education. Although parents value education, they are often left on
their own to learn how to support their children's learning and become involved
in their schooling.
In sum, the findings of Hidalgo and associates suggest that varying levels
of parent involvement in children's schooling are not the result of fixed,
unchangeable, culturally determined values and practices. Rather, these
differences may be explained by variations in family factors, community contexts,
and the specific parent involvement practices of the school.
Family and Community Influences on
African American Student Achievement
In a review of the family and community influences on the achievement of
African American students, Hidalgo et al. (1995) describe several major areas of
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importance: (1 ) parenting variables; (2) family networks; (3) the role of the
church; and (4) the socialization process.
Parenting Variables

Social scientists have often added to the problems of parents from racial
and ethnic minorities by attributing low achievement in school to lesser
intelligence (Jensen, 1969), deficient child-rearing practices (Hess & Shipman,
1965), or lack of motivation to achieve. Lightfoot (1978) discusses how schools
and teachers often working from these assumptions have questioned the
goodness and adequacy of Black parents and distorted or diminished their
potential educative role.
While it is generally agreed that teacher and school variables, especially
quality teaching and high expectations, positively affect African American
children's school achievement (Hidalgo et. al., 1995), other social scientists
have argued that parents may be the primary factors in contributing to school
success (Bloom, 1982). Many African American families are resourceful and
creative in their struggle to survive and develop child-rearing strategies that
empower their children (Stack, 1991; Hale, 1991).
Slaughter and Epps' (1987) literature review cites specific parent
influences that contribute positively to children's intellectual and cognitive
development. African American children's advancement in language
development, for example, is stimulated by maternal verbal responsiveness to
the child's speech behaviors, and by verbal and nonverbal signals that
communicate active interest in the child's play behaviors. Other work reviewed
emphasizes the key role of positive parent-child relationships in influencing
children's adjustment. Low-income African American preschool children
identified as successful achievers had mothers who set clear and consistent
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standards for behavior, but who also were warm, accepting, and willing to
consider the child's point of view.
Similarly, Swan and Stavros (1973) found a positive association between
the cognitive styles of low-income African American preschoolers identified as
effective learners and their parents' child-rearing practices. Parents of children
with effective learning styles had positive verbal interactions with their children
and emphasized the importance of encouragement, trust, and respect for
autonomy.
Focusing on maternal teaching styles in the homes of high- and
low-achieving, low-income African American first graders, Scott-Jones (1987)
found that in high-readiness homes, teaching and school-related activities were
integrated into play in an incidental manner. High-readiness children took the
lead in their own activities, while mothers acted as "supportive others,"
responding to their children's requests for help and attention rather than
directing their activities. Being "smart," being a good student, and getting good
grades were stressed in the homes of high-readiness children. By contrast,
parents of low-readiness children emphasized "good behavior;" fewer books
were found in the home.

Family_Networks
The beneficial role of extended family networks in African American
parents' overall ability to parent effectively has also been well documented
(Hidalgo et al., 1995). Extended family members can be sources of support in
caring for school-age children (McAdoo, 1981). Research suggests that African
American mothers who feel supported by extended family members are more
effective teachers of their children in the home (Slaughter & Epps, 1987).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

37

The Role of the Church
The role of the church in the informal support network of African American
families has also been investigated. Church involvement can have positive
effects on African American families (Taylor, Chatters, Tucker, & Lewis, 1990).
In a study of low-income African American fifth graders and their parents. Bright
(1992) found that family church attendance correlated strongly with children's
academic achievement. Families of high achievers were significantly more likely
to attend church than families of low achievers. Parents who attended church
regularly indicated that involvement in church-related activities reduced
psychological distress, enhanced feelings of personal well-being, and gave them
a sense of control.
Socialization

Studies focusing on the socialization process in African American families
have revealed that the child-rearing task has an added layer of complexity
(Hale, 1991; McAdoo, 1985; Peters, 1985). Parents of color, especially if they
are poor, often face tremendous challenges in preparing their children to
succeed in school (Swap, 1993). If the culture and values of the home differ
from the dominant culture of the school, parents must teach their children how to
succeed in both worlds. For example. Perry (1993) suggests that African
American children must face the complicated task of integrating three identities:
as a member of mainstream society, as a member of a distinct cultural/racial
group, and as a member of an oppressed group.
Perry (1993) explains that African American parents must help children to
negotiate and make sense of these identities in several ways. First, parents
must build their children's knowledge of the strengths and contributions of their
own culture and develop a sense of pride in their heritage. Second, parents
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must help children to understand and experience the norms, values, manners,
history, and expectations of the dominant culture of the school so that their
children may be perceived by school personnel as being ready to learn. Third,
parents must also help their children recognize examples of racism and teach
them coping skills that will help children maintain their sense of equilibrium,
self-esteem, pride in their heritage, and belief in their ability to succeed.
Holliday, Henning, and Johnson's (1983) research on African American
maternal beliefs indicates that mothers' concerns with the social contexts of child
rearing include awareness that their children need to be prepared for social
realities that might impede their development. Mothers were particularly
concerned that their children be well informed about Black history and deveiop
positive feelings about being Black.
Other studies on racial identity and its relation to achievement suggest
that parents of academically successful African American students may place
more emphasis on pride in racial heritage, positive attitude toward ethnicity, and
racial-social awareness than do parents of less successful students (Bowman &
Howard, 1985).
Summary

The research on African American family involvement in education
indicates that parental involvement in the home and in the school, strong family
networks, and parental support for positive racial/cultural identity development
are central to our understanding of school achievement in low-income African
American children (Hidalgo et. al., 1995). However, the literature ignores the
role of the school in promoting involvement and we are left with a sense that the
“barriers to success” that students of color experience are due solely to parental
characteristics, especially those of the mother.
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While previous studies, especiaily those involving minorities, have
examined parent involvement issues from the school's perspective, this study
provided an opportunity for African American parents to share their views on
parent involvement, the concerns they have about their children's schooling, and
their recommendations for meeting the educational needs of all children,
particularly African Americans.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This chapter describes the methods used for conducting the study. The
following aspects are addressed;
1. Research design
2. Research context
3. Participant selection
4. Data collection
5. Data analysis
6. Research limitations
7. Criteria for trustworthiness
Research Design
Epistemology, the way researchers believe they can understand the
world, is going through dramatic changes (Brotherson, 1994). Many researchers
(Gergen, 1992; Skrtic, 1986) believe that the qualitative paradigm opens new
vistas to understanding humans in society and that our knowledge has
previously been limited by employing quantitative research methods in the study
of children, families, and society.
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Epstein (1986) states, "Learning occurs in the context of sociai
reiationships, but not only in school contexts. For children, the home and school
are the two major, simultaneous educating and socializing environments" (p.30).
This research was designed to explore how parents of high-achieving African
American students view the relationship between two learning environments—
the home and the school. Because this study focused on the sociai context of
learning, qualitative methodology was appropriate. A qualitative research
approach enabled me to probe beneath the statistics of race and parent
involvement to better understand the meanings parents attach to their words and
actions related to their children's schooling.
Qualitative research assumes that systematic inquiry must occur in a
natural setting rather than an artificially constrained one such as an experiment
(Marshall & Rossman, 1989). In the tradition of Glaser and Strauss (1967), I
developed "grounded theory" from qualitative data gathered from focus group
and individual interviews. Concepts described in the parent involvement
literature were used to frame a questioning route which served as the basis for
discussion. Consistent with other doctoral research projects (Katz, 1993), the
qualitative data obtained first from the focus group discussion were used to help
prioritize specific topics to be addressed more in depth during individual
interviews with parents.
Eocus Groups

The focus group is a socially oriented research method capturing real-life
data in a social environment (Krueger, 1994) and has been described as an
excellent source of qualitative data (Zeller, 1986). Calder (1977) states that
when focus groups are conducted in anticipation of gaining qualitative
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exploratory knowledge, they facilitate the construct-generation process, the aim
of which is grounded theory.
Focus groups capitalize on group interaction and can elicit multiple
perspectives on a topic gaining data that would be less attainable with other
research methods (Kreuger, 1994; Morgan, 1988). As a data gathering method,
focus groups have high face validity and offer the researcher flexibility in the
investigation of a topic. Focus groups also provide the researcher with both
verbal and nonverbal information, combining the best of interview as well as
observation types of data.
Interviews
The interview, like the focus group, is effective in conducting qualitative
research in that data are collected through direct verbal interaction between
individuals (Borg & Gall, 1989). The main advantage of the interview is its
adaptability in that it allows for immediate follow-up, resulting in more data and
greater clarity. The interview also permits much greater depth than other
methods of collecting research data. The skilled interviewer, through thoughtful
questioning and maintenance of rapport, can obtain information that would not
be revealed in a questionnaire, for example.
Use of the semi-structured interview in this study enabled me to
standardize, to some extent, my inquiry into specific aspects of parent
involvement yet allowed me to explore new lines of thinking with the participants.
In sum, the use of both focus group and personal interviews to collect
data made it possible for me to gain insight into parents’ existing beliefs,
behaviors, and attitudes about parent involvement. It enabled me to examine
complex interconnections in social relationships such as those between the
family and school as well as parent and child.
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Research Context
This study was conducted with families living in a southwestern
metropolitan area whose children attend elementary school in the Desert Rose
School District (pseudonym). The district's approximately 170,000 students
represent many diverse socioeconomic, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds.
During the 1995-96 school year, the ethnicity of the Desert Rose School
District's elementary schools was reported as 59.1% white, 21.1% Hispanic,
14.2% African American, and 5.7% other.
Parent involvement is more prevalent in the early school years (Epstein,
1990); therefore, I chose to work with families of elementary students attending
one of two magnet schools. Since first and second grade students have brief
school histories and few grades and/or test scores are available, I chose to
invite only parents with children in grades three, four, and five to participate.
I selected two magnet schools (see Appendix I) as possible sources for
parent participants for three reasons. First, both schools' populations include a
large number of African American students of varying socioeconomic
backgrounds. Second, since both are magnet schools and enrollment requires
parental choice, I made the assumption that the parents of students in
attendance were, at least to some extent, involved in their children's schooling.
Finally, the administration at both schools expressed interest in and enthusiasm
for the research project.
The protocol for this study was reviewed and approved by the university’s
Office of Sponsored Programs for a period of one year (see Appendix II). In
addition, a cooperative research request was approved by the Desert Rose
School District’s Committee to Review Cooperative Research Requests (see
Appendix III).
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Participant Selection
Since parental permission was required to access information pertaining
to ethnicity, family income, and students’ grades and/or test scores, a letter to
parents was developed asking for their assistance in locating participants for the
study (see Appendix IV). Both school principals invited me to attend a faculty
meeting to give a brief overview of the research project and to request
assistance in distributing the letter to the appropriate parents. I also attended
open house events where I approached parents of African American students,
explained the purpose of the study, and personally handed parents a letter and
permission slip. Those parents expressing interest in the study signed the
permission slip (see Appendix V) and returned it to school with their child
granting me access to the necessary information.
A total of 22 permission slips were returned. Next, I screened the student
records of those children whose parents had signed and returned a permission
slip according to the following criteria: (1) race; (2) high academic achievement
as defined by previous grades in reading, language arts, and mathematics; and
(3) willingness to participate in the study. First, I verified each student’s ethnicity
as being African American by checking the information found on the students’
pupil enrollment cards on file in the school’s office. Second, I reviewed each
student’s cumulative folder and recorded grades from the previous school year.
Only parents of students with all A s, B’s, or C’s or any combination (e.g., B, B,
and C) in the three academic areas and a satisfactory mark in social growth
were selected to participate. Third, the permission slip itself served as evidence
of each parent’s willingness to participate.
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Upon review of the students’ records, it was determined that four students
did not qualify as “high achievers" and their names were eliminated from the list.
Information obtained from students’ records is summarized in Table 1.
Focus Group Assistant
During the selection of parents for inclusion in the study, I also engaged
in a search for a focus group assistant. Krueger (1994) recommends using a
focus group moderator team; a moderator and an assistant moderator. The
moderator’s main task is to direct the discussion and identify key ideas and
future questions. The assistant moderator takes comprehensive notes, operates
the tape recorder, handles environmental conditions (lighting, seating, etc.), and
responds to unexpected interruptions. The assistant may also note participants’
body language throughout the discussion and can be helpful during the
debriefing session with the moderator after the focus group discussion has
concluded. Kreuger states that this “second set of eyes and ears increases both
the total accumulation of information and the validity of the analysis” (p. 104).
Kreuger (1994) also suggests that in some circumstances, an assistant
moderator who has characteristics similar to that of the participants may offer
valuable assistance in analysis. Therefore, in thinking about ways to bridge the
racial difference between myself and the participants, I decided that it would be
to my advantage to look for an African American student or professional to assist
me. Given the nature of the task, I also determined that the individual would
need to demonstrate that he/she possessed good communication skills and was
interested in the study’s topic. Not knowing how many or how few focus groups
would be needed, the assistant’s general availability was also important in the
selection process. With the assistance from the university’s Department of
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TABLE 1
STUDENT INFORMATION

STUDENT

SEX

GRADE

A

Male

4

B. A, B

E

E

B
C
D
E

Male
Female
Male
Male

3
5

A, A, A

E

4

B, B, B
B, B. B
A, A, A

S
S

F

Male

3

G

Female

H
1

Male
Female

1995-96
1995-96
GATE.
FINAL GRADES SOCIAL PROGRAM
GROWTH
(R). (L). (M)
STATUS

B, B.A

E
E

Q
N
N
N

4

B. B.B

S

E

3
3

B, B.C
A, A, A

S
E

N

4

s

E

FINAL GRADES
R=READING
L=ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE
M=MATHEMATICS

G.A.T.E. PROGRAM STATUS
E= ENROLLED
Q=QUALIFIED BUT NOT ENROLLED
N=NOT ENROLLED
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Sociology, I found a young African American social worker who met the desired
criteria and filled this role.
Parent Participation

Once the initial screening process was completed, individual parents who
met the criteria for inclusion in the study were contacted by phone to arrange for
participation in a focus group or individual interview. I asked each parent for his
or her preference and scheduled parents accordingly. Most parents responded
that they would be happy to attend either a group session or meet with me
individually. However, since scheduling depended upon the location as well as
the availability of the assistant, the dates chosen for focus group discussions
sometimes conflicted with parents’ work schedules or their children’s
extracurricular activities. Parents unable to attend a group discussion opted for
an individual interview instead.
A letter of confirmation (see Appendix VI) was sent to each parent who
agreed to attend a focus group discussion. A day or two before the meeting, I
also called each parent on the telephone to remind them of the date, time and
exact location of the meeting.
While every parent I spoke with reassured me of their interest in
participating, five parents did not show up for either of the two scheduled
discussion groups despite my efforts to remind them of their commitment. Only
one parent called to let me know that she could not attend and to ask if we could
reschedule. Five parents were expected to attend the first focus group; three
mothers attended. A second attempt at a focus group discussion was arranged;
only two of the five confirmed participants attended. Furthermore, one mother
needed to leave much earlier than anticipated. Therefore, I proceeded with an
individual interview with the remaining parent. However, the difficulties I
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experienced in forming parent focus groups provided me with some insight into
the complexity of designing parental involvement programs.
By contrast, individual interviews were much easier to arrange and they
occurred as scheduled. In three cases, I learned that the father was also
available and willing to participate in the interview. In all, twelve parents of nine
students either participated in the focus group discussion or a personal
interview.
Other Considerations
Since this study focused on the parents of high achieving students,
consideration was also given to student ability level and whether or not to
include parents of students in the Gifted and Talented Education (G.A.T.E.)
program. Initially, I had determined that the study would include only students
from the mainstream as opposed to a "special" population. However, I later
decided to include parents of the G A T E, students as well for the following
reasons:
1. I did not have a very high return rate of parent permission slips and
was limited in my selection of parents.
2. The focus of the study was on the views and involvement practices of
parents, not the students themselves.
3. Two of the students had been referred for G A T E, testing. Another
student had qualified but was not enrolled in the program.
4. It was suggested by several teachers that some of their students
did not qualify for the program but had demonstrated high levels of
intelligence in the classroom. One teacher further suggested that, in
her opinion, the reason several of her G A T E, students had qualified
for placement might not have been high intelligence as much as the
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role their parents played In pushing them to high levels of
achievement.
The complexities identified above minimized the fears I had that inclusion
of the parents of G.A T.E.-identified students In this study would constitute a
“special” population. Furthermore, during data collection, parents of G A T E,
students talked about their relationships with their children's classroom teacher
and made no comments about the G A T E, program.

Data Collection
Interview Settings
Finding a location familiar to all focus group participants that was
accessible and quiet enough to conduct a taped discussion was difficult. Since
the school was common ground for the parents and the principal was agreeable
to the use of the facility on a Saturday, both focus groups were scheduled to
take place at noon in the faculty lounge at one of the two magnet schools.
The lounge area was selected for several reasons. First, the school is
protected by an alarm system; meeting in the lounge was the least problematic
in terms of getting in and out of the building. In addition, the lounge area offered
the needed proximity to restrooms, a kitchen for the luncheon, adult-size tables
and chairs, multiple electrical outlets for the tape recorder, and a telephone.
Interviews with individuals, with the exception of the focus group that
resulted in one individual interview, took place either in the home or at the
parent’s workplace. Upon conclusion of the interviews, parents frequently
thanked me for my interest in the topic and encouraged me to call them with any
additional questions.
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Focus Group and Interview Procedures
As parents arrived for the focus group discussion, the assistant moderator
and I greeted each individual and invited them to join us in a light lunch
consisting of sandwiches, chips, a cold drink, and cookies. The actual
discussion followed lunch and began with a welcome and formal introductions to
myself, the assistant moderator, and the parent participants.
At the beginning of both the focus group discussion as well as each
personal interview, I explained to parents how I had chosen my research topic.
This explanation included reference to my studies in multicultural education,
observations about minority student achievement, and a rationale for selecting
African American families whose children are high achievers to participate in the
study. At the advice of one of the individuals who had provided me with
feedback on my questioning route, I also asked parents if they were comfortable
with my use of the term “African American" or if they would prefer the term
“black." Parents indicated that either term was acceptable.
Next, I explained to the parents why they had been selected to
participate; that each parent had returned the permission slip indicating interest
in the study and their children had all passed the screening requirements
regarding race and achievement. I also assured the participants that there
would be no right or wrong answers to the questions and that real names would
not be used in my final report.
Having communicated the above information, parents were then asked to
sign a consent form for participation in a doctoral research study which included
permission to tape record the discussion (see Appendix VII) and assured them of
the confidential nature of the study. Participants also completed a family
demographic profile (see Appendix VIII). A copy of the consent form was later
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sent to parents at their home address along with a handwritten note thanking
them for their time and contributions.
At the conclusion of both the focus group discussion and personal
interviews, I invited each parent to choose a gift for their child from a variety of
books and educational kits I had purchased from a bookstore. While relatively
inexpensive in nature, the token thank you gifts were much appreciated.
The focus group discussion lasted approximately two hours; individual
interviews were one to one and a half hours in duration. All discussions were
tape recorded and later transcribed in whole or partially, depending upon the
degree to which responses were focused on parent involvement issues.
Interviews continued until I felt confident that (1 ) no new or relevant data
emerged regarding a category; (2) category development was dense; and (3) the
relationships between categories were well established and validated, a point
which is referred to as “theoretical saturation” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Therefore, I concluded data collection after determining that major parent
involvement issues had been covered to a satisfactory degree and theoretical
saturation had been achieved.
The Questioning Route
The questioning route was developed based on concepts derived from
the parent involvement literature (see Appendix IX). Prior to the start of data
collection, I met with two individuals to pilot test the questions and ask for
feedback as to their effectiveness in obtaining the information I was seeking.
One of these individuals was a parent of biracial children; the other was an
African American mother of grown children who also had experience moderating
focus groups to collect research data for her own dissertation.
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While this questioning route guided the first focus group discussion, I
found that it was impossible to ask all the specific questions I had developed
within the given timeframe. In addition, parents’ responses sometimes
addressed several of the questions at the same time. Therefore, I chose only
those questions which I believed to be the most essential to the study,
sometimes combining them. I then modified the questioning route accordingly
for subsequent interviews with individuals.
Question 1. Interviews began with a question related to the participants’
own school experiences and the extent to which their parents participated in
their education. I began with this topic for two reasons. First, I hoped that this
type of a question would “break the ice" with parents and that it might be easier
to talk about another individual’s involvement in education rather than one’s
own. Second, I hoped that it might provide me with some insight into the effects,
if any, of one generation of parents on another in terms of involvement in
children’s education. Specifically, I asked, “What role did your parents play in
your education?”
Question 2. The second interview question addressed how the
participants are currently involved in their children’s education. I hoped that
parents would find this type of a question easy to answer and nonthreatening in
that they would simply describe the ways in which they are involved in their
children’s education both at home and at school. This interview question was
also a direct attempt to answer my second research question: In what ways do
the parents of high-achieving African American students report that they are
involved in their children’s schooling? Specifically, I asked the parents, “How
are you currently involved in your child’s education at home and at school?"
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To help elicit responses, I used Epstein's (1995) typology of six kinds of
parent involvement as prompts. I have also used this typology to categorize and
report parent responses to this question as described later in Chapter Four.
Question 3. Having addressed specific parent involvement practices with
question 2, the focus of the questioning route then shifted to a more
philosophical aspect of parent involvement. Thus, the third question addressed
parents' views of the home-school relationship, in particular, the similarities and
differences between the responsibilities families and schools share in the
education of children. This question was intended to answer research question
one: How do the parents of high-achieving African American students perceive
their role in the education of children? In terms of Epstein’s (1986) theory of
overlapping spheres of influence, this question was also designed to determine
the extent of overlap between the families in this study and the school.
Question 4. This question addressed parents’ concerns about curriculum
and instruction as well as school staff. In addition to identifying general areas of
concern, this question was intended to be a catalyst for opening up a discussion
about the special needs and concerns of African American parents and related
to research question number three: What obstacles to involvement in schooling
do the parents of high-achieving African American students feel that they
experience? I asked, “In helping your child succeed in school, what areas of
concern do you have as a parent, especially an African American parent?”
Question 5. The fifth interview question focused on school improvement
and was directly related to research question four: How do the parents of
high-achieving African American students think schools should modify their
current parent involvement programs to better meet the needs of African
American families? Specifically, I asked the parents, “How can schools do a
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better job of involving parents, especially minorities, in the education of their
children?”
Question 6. Lastly, in order to end on a positive note and bring some
closure to the interview, question six simply asked, “In your opinion, why has
your child been successful in school?" I also hoped that the responses to this
question would illustrate whether or not parents see themselves as part of the
student success equation.
Additional Forms of Data
All participants were asked to complete a family demographic profile (see
Appendix I) at the beginning of the interview which included the following
Information:
1. Marital status
2. Number of people (children and adults) living in the household
3. Employment status and occupation
4. Highest level of education
5. Average total family income a year (including lunch program
eligibility)
By obtaining the information listed above, I intended to gain more insight
into the home environments and lifestyles of the parent participants and their
children. I also anticipated this information would be useful during data analysis
and in reporting the results of the study.
The demographic information about each family is shown in Table 2
and is summarized as follows:
1. Nine (9) mothers and three (3) fathers participated.
2. Nine (9) of the 12 parents were married.
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TABLE 2
FAMILY DEMOGRAPHICS

STUDENT RESPONDENT MARITAL «OF OTHER OCCUPATION LEVELOF
STATUS CHN ADULTS AT
EDUCATION
HOME
A

Mother

Married

3

B

Mother

Divorced

2

C

Mother

Married

2

D

Mother

Married

1

D

Father

Married

1

E

Mother

Divorced

2

F

Mother

Married

2

G

Mother

Married

2

G

Father

Married

2

H

Mother

Single

2

1

Mother

Married

2

1

Father

Married

2

Recreational
Leader
Grandmother School Bus
Driver
Administrative
Manager
Child Care
Worker
Airline pilot
Grandmother

College
Administrator
Funder

High School
Diploma
High School
Diploma
Bachelor's
Degree

ANNUAL
FAMILY
INCOME
$81-95,000
$21-35,000
$81-95,000

$81-95,000
High School
Diploma
Bachelor's
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3. The number of children In each home was small (1-3) with two (2)
Children being the average.
4. Only three (3) parents reported another adult, other than a spouse,
living in the home.
5. Parents represented a wide variety of occupations.
6. All parents had the minimum of a high school diploma. Parents'
level of education ranged from a high school diploma to a master’s
degree.
7. Annual family income ranged from a low of $21,000 - $35,000 to a
high of $81,000 - $95,000 demonstrating varying socioeconomic
levels.
Summary

Data collection began with one focus group discussion. Input from the
group discussion enabled me to refine the questioning route which was later
used to conduct a total of six in-depth individual interviews. An attempt to hold a
second focus group discussion was unsuccessful. Therefore, personal
interviews were conducted with individual mothers and three married couples
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data collection, from the identification
of the participants to the last interview, was approximately four months in
duration.

Data Analysis
The constant comparative method of data analysis (Glaser & Strauss,
1967) was used to develop an understanding of both focus group and individual
interview data. In the tradition of Strauss and Corbin (1990), I used open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding as part of the data analysis process.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

57

Data were initially coded into tentative conceptual categories which then guided
further data analysis of interview transcripts and field notes. Newly collected
data were compared to existing categories throughout the study, thus providing
the basis for generating new categories as suggested by the data and refining
existing categories. These steps allowed for the development of an emergent
theory.
I incorporated methodological and theoretical memos into my field notes
throughout the entire data analysis process. As Strauss and Corbin (1990)
explain, the writing of theoretical memos provided me with a written record of
analysis that related to the formulation of theory. In my theoretical memos I
analyzed data according to theories and concepts presented in the review of
parent involvement literature, including Epstein's (1986) theory of overlapping
spheres of influence in families and schools. These memos documented my
thinking about the development of categories, their properties and dimensions,
and the relationships between categories during open and axial coding. This
process enabled me to move my analysis beyond description to the formulation
of grounded theory. Theoretical memo writing also provided me with an
opportunity to incorporate my own individual biases as well as to refine the
study's goals and questions.
Methodological (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) memos contained directions
regarding aspects of data collection such as sampling or interview techniques
that warranted change. Writing memos related to methodology was important in
that this record may assist other researchers interested in conducting similar
investigations in the future.
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Research Concerns
Interviews

An important limitation in using personal interviews as a data collection
method stems from the nature of the interview process in that the flexibility,
adaptability, and human interaction that are unique strengths of the interview
also allow for subjectivity and possible bias; this may result in undesirable
response effects (Borg & Gall, 1989). Interviews need to be conducted in a
careful manner, and effective interviews rely heavily upon the ability of the
researcher to be resourceful, systematic,and honest.
Although parents were encouraged to speak freely, the use of the
questioning route enabled me to be conduct interviews in a systematic manner.
As a curriculum specialist working in the area of staff development, I have
encountered a variety of teacher attitudes and behaviors both in group and
one-on-one situations which have enabled me to become resourceful in dealing
with difficult topics and different adult personalities. This background proved to
be useful during the interview process in helping me establish a rapport with
parents and maintain a focus on issues related to parent involvement in
education.
Racial Differences
Since I am White and all participants in this study (except for one
stepfather) were African American, issues related to differences in race, as well
as class and gender, may have affected our relationship. One such issue, also
associated with in-depth interviewing in general (Reinharz, 1992), is trust.
I used several approaches to establish trust with parents. First, as
described earlier, I chose an African American to assist me with the focus group
meetings. By doing so, I hoped to show parents that a trusting, working
relationship had been established between myself and an African American. I
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also explained the evolution of my research topic and the purpose for the study
as honestly and sincerely as possible at the beginning of each interview.
Whenever I sensed any hesitation or distrust on the part of a parent, my
observations were later recorded in my field notes. The token gift for students
which was offered to parents at the conclusion of each interview also served as
an attempt to express my sincerity and genuine concern for the success of all
students.
Flinders (1992) states that the nature of the researcher-participant
relationship is defined by roles, cultural norms, and the language used to
communicate. As stated earlier, I made every effort to be sensitive to parents in
my use of the term “African American." In phrasing my questions, I also
attempted to use wording and terminology that I thought would be familiar to
parents. I also reminded parents that there were no right or wrong answers to
my questions and that all information shared would remain confidential.
Since my race is obvious and I had already explained the evolution and
purpose of the study, I did not address the racial difference between myself and
the participants at the beginning of each discussion. However, at the conclusion
of interviews, parents often expressed their gratitude for my interest in the topic
and encouraged me to continue my work in this area. I interpreted this as
acceptance of our racial difference. In fact, at the end of the focus group
discussion, one of the mothers told me that she really enjoyed herself and
guessed that she “just wanted someone to listen.” This particular parent
explained to me how she had told a friend of hers that she was going to
participate that day in my group discussion. The friend had said, “Tell me she's
not White!” and asked her why a White woman would care. The mother
responded that she didn’t care about my race and was going to the discussion
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anyway to “let it all hang out!” While this particular mother was the most direct
of all the parents in bringing up our racial difference, virtually all the parents I
talked with thanked me for coming and made very positive comments about my
project. To the best of my knowledge, the racial difference was not problematic,
and parents' comments appeared to be genuine and offered freely.
Trustworthiness
Lincoln and Guba (1982) state that the trustworthiness of a study is
determined by its credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
In addition to my trust-building efforts described earlier, I engaged in member
checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1982), a practice whereby participants are given
opportunities to read transcripts of their interviews and drafts of my report and
give feedback. To insure that I had transcribed interview data and would
represent parents' views with accuracy, I mailed copies of quotations to parents
for their review prior to including their comments in this final report (see
Appendix X). I included a self-addressed, stamped postcard in each envelope
for parents to return to me as evidence that they had received and reviewed the
comments to their satisfaction. As a token of appreciation, I included a
bookmark as a gift for each parent and invited parents to call me with any further
comments or corrections. This process insured that I accurately represented
and analyzed the participants’ viewpoints and added to the credibility and
confirmability of the study. Input from both the focus group assistant and my
doctoral committee further enhanced the credibility of the study.
During the member checking process, I did encounter a problem with one
participant. Babbie (1992) describes the harm to the participants as one of the
ethical issues in social research stating, “Although the fact often goes
unrecognized, subjects can be harmed by the analysis and reporting of data”
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(p. 466). She explains further that participants may find themselves
characterized—though not identified by name—in ways that can threaten their
self-images. During the member checking process just described, a father
expressed his dissatisfaction with how I had reported the comments he and his
wife had made in a draft of this dissertation. His basic objection related to the
conversational style in which the statements were written, suggesting that such
writing would give readers the impression that he and his wife were uneducated
and did not use standard English. Consequently, he modified the quotes to
reflect proper grammar usage but did not alter the content of the comments.
This episode, however, was revealing in that it illustrated the sense of pride this
particular parent had about his own education and underscored the importance
of the member checking process.
Since this research was qualitative in nature, concern with transferability
to other settings was minimal; this study is not replicable in the same sense that
an experiment can be repeated. Instead, this study has been conducted in an
effort to validate and improve upon the sophistication and accuracy of
conceptual models such as Epstein's overlapping spheres of influence.
However, by providing the descriptive statistics contained in the family
demographic profiles as well as methodological memos, it will be possible for
other researchers to apply a similar approach to other research contexts and
populations.
Confirmability refers to the objectivity or neutrality of the researcher.
Throughout the study, I discussed my analysis of the findings with members of
my doctoral committee as well as with other individuals interested in my research
topic, including my doctoral student peers and a professor whose area of
emphasis is multicultural education. Member checks as well as feedback from
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my focus group assistant also enhanced the confirmability of the study. Finally,
the writing of field notes served to enhance all aspects of the study's
trustworthiness.
In sum, despite its limitations, this research has provided insight into how
the families of high-achieving African American students perceive the
home-school relationship and contribute to their children's success through
various parent involvement practices. This study has also identified areas of
concern in the education of African American children and offers suggestions for
improvement that can benefit children from all cultural backgrounds.
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CHAPTER FOUR

RESULTS: PARENTS HAVE THEIR SAY
Introduction
Qualitative data from focus group and individual in-depth interviews were
collected from a group of 12 parents of African American students who
expressed an interest in the study and whose children fit the criteria of
“high-achieving" as described in Chapter 3. This chapter describes the results
of the study and is organized into the following sections:
1. Research question number one: Families, schools, and shared
responsibilities
2. Research question number two: Parent involvement practices
3. Research question number three: Parent concerns
4. Research question number four: Parents' suggestions for schools
While the questioning route (see Appendix IX) was used to guide
interviews with parents, all discussions were informal. Therefore, the quotations
used throughout this chapter to illustrate the results of the study reflect the
conversational manner in which parents “had their say” about home-school
relationships.
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Research Question Number One:
Families, Schools, and Shared Responsibilities
Research question number one was related to the responsibilities of
families and schools in the education of children and asked; How do the parents
of high-achieving African American elementary students perceive their role in the
education of their children? While parents were able to distinguish between the
responsibilities of families and the responsibilities of schools, their responses
reflected the perception that the education of children is a shared responsibility
and that parents and teachers must work together to insure student success.
The Responsibilities of Families
I don't think that so much blame should be put on the teachers.
I think it is the parent’s responsibility to make sure that your child
is educated...Put the blame where the blame is due, and that’s
on those parents that are sitting back and just accepting anything
because they’re not involved.
Parents described themselves as having two major responsibilities in the
education of their children; to teach basic values, including the importance of
having an education and a strong work ethic, and to support learning at home.
Tlte. Importance-of-Having an.Education

Nearly every parent interviewed reported that his or her parents
emphasized the importance of getting an education and described their efforts to
instill that same value in their own children. Most parents described how, as
children, they were expected to get good grades in school and were rewarded or
punished accordingly. Two mothers recalled their parents' expectations about
their schoolwork:
My parents were very strict as far as they didn’t do a lot of studying
with us, but if you got bad grades, you know how the report card come
out every nine weeks, we were on restriction for the whole nine weeks
(laughs) until the next report card was better. And also our allowances
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depended on it, too. For every A there was a dollar added; for every
D...there was a dollar subtracted away.
I didn't have a choice. We had to get good grades...! was terrifiedi
You couldn’t bring home Cs. If you brought home a C, you better have
a good explanation of why you got a C, no matter what!
One mother described how her parents’ regret about not finishing school
resulted in a strong emphasis on education during her own upbringing. She
recalled how her parents were always “trying to the best of their ability to
articulate the limits that would be placed on (her) as the result of not going after
and receiving the most of (her) educational opportunities.” Another
parent, a father, said this about education:
I know how important education is. It’s the backbone to the future.
If you don’t have that education, you can go more or less astray.
One parent recalled how her mother fought hard for “those little Black
children” at school. As a child, this particular parent attended a military school
that had a diverse student population She recalled that one day during testing,
her mother learned that the Black children were being tested separately and
described how she stormed into the school to find out why. About her mother
she said:
My mother was always at school making sure those little Black
children got their rights... She had a reputation. My mother was only
four foot eleven, but she packed a mean punch! She did the best she
could with the knowledge that she had. I know more...I hope it’s
getting better.
Parents, especially if they both work, can't always help their children with
schoolwork even if they want to be involved. Thus, having extended family
members who are willing to step in and help can compensate for a parent's
inability to get as involved as he or she would like. One parent's recollection of
her childhood years was illustrative of the beneficial influence that strong family
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networks can have on a child’s success in school. She described her uncle’s
involvement in her schooling:
I know my uncle, my mother's brother, he is a genius. He specialized
in finance and math. We had trouble with math because math is my
worst subject. He would take us to his house and tutor us.
Another parent described how, since her parents both worked, she received help
from her siblings:
There was six of us and it was kind of hard. I had a sister who
was older. So what I didn’t know, I went to her. When we had
problems, we tried to work things out together. If we had
problems, we went to the one who had more knowledge. My
mom worked at night, so when we came home from school, we
didn’t see my mom. She worked the second shift. My dad
worked first shift. So that’s why we went to siblings.
Thus, parents in this study recognized the positive influence that extended family
members can have on a child’s success in school.
In the research on family environments, one of the crosscutting themes
that has emerged (Hidalgo et al., 1995) is that effective families have,
historically, valued and supported their children's education. In this study, the
emphasis on education that parents themselves experienced growing up,
including the importance of good grades, appears to be reflected in their own
parenting today and suggests an intergenerational effect. One mother said this
about her expectations for her son:
Every week when he (the son) brings his progress report home, if he has
an F, he have to redo it. If it’s a C, he has to redo it. A and B is the only
thing acceptable in my house...! tell him (the son) C is not really trying
and an F, you know, it’s just that he didn’t want to do it (laughs).
Another mother described how she works with her daughter when she gets a C,
which is not an acceptable grade:
Another thing I’ve done that has been very successful is when she
gets her progress report and she gets a C, what I did was I sat with
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her and said, okay (daughter's name), this is not your final grade.
This is her C, so from now until you get your final grade we have to
work together for you to make sure you bring in those 100s so you can
at least end with a B plus or an A. And so it was not anything negative,
not putting her down. It was that she needs to work in this area. And
that’s how we did it and it worked well.
One parent talked about how children often try to get away with doing the
least amount of work and, as a result, may not realize their fullest potential. She
described how she tries to challenge her daughter and pushes her to go beyond
the minimum requirements of an assignment:
If a parent hasn’t been taught the importance o f the value of education,
kids’ll just do what they have the ability to do or what they have the
capacity to think about doing. I think ourjob is to challenge them to
think beyond their level because they can if we provide the stimulus.
Okay, now what if? Okay, it’s their project, but there’s gotta be
somebody there to ask the questions to get them to rehearse the
presentation, to get them to do those things, to get them to participate.
While parents acknowledged the benefits of family support for education,
they also recognized the damaging effects that a lack of involvement can have
on students. One parent expressed her concern that today, many children are
not being taught the importance of an education:
I don’t think parents are involved enough. I’d say that not just from
kids’ being on the west side, but basically all over...I think a lot of
parents, and it’s reflected on the kids, are tied to material things so
education doesn’t really... (matter). ‘My parents have so much money
so I don’t really need to go to school. I really don’t need to do my work
because I’ll get by.’
Finally, several parents saw themselves as role models for their children
and stated that they plan to further their own education. They hoped to show
their children that, even as adults, they are learning and value getting an
education.
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The Work Ethic
In addition to valuing education, parents frequently spoke of the
importance of instilling in children a strong work ethic and teaching them to take
pride in their work. One parent remarked:
A lot can be modeled by a work ethic that may be translated with just
seeing your parents go to work every day and then making you
accountable for what you do or don’t do and the way your classroom work
is. You know, it was always told to me, 'My (her parent’s) job is. to go to
work. Yourjob is to go to school. My rewards for going to work is a
paycheck. Your rewards for going to school is good grades...
You have your own job—it’s at school, and how well you do reflects in
the report card. And how well I do, I get paid, you eat, we have heat,
we have a place to live. ’ So those were the things that were reinforced
in me and reiterated. I just try to do the same things with my own
(children).
This same parent went on to describe how her parents taught her to take
pride in her work:
I remember my mother and father told me, ‘If you put your name on it, it's
you... You can’t be sloppy...Remember that not all the time will you be
standing next to your work... The person who's looking at your work that
just see that name and whateveds on that paper is your representative. ’
It was taking some pride and responsibility in what you’re being asked to
do.
Another parent’s comment about her child’s grades also reflected a strong
work ethic:
A hard C I’ll take over a soft A...lf I know that my child has worked to
to get that C...That type of C I can accept.
This same parent expressed the work ethic by sharing the “work first, then play”
philosophy she uses with her children:
My philosophy is, if you do what you have to do, then you can do the
things that you want to do.
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While all parents emphasized the value of getting a good education and
working hard with their children, several parents expressed that these values are
even more important for African American children. They recognized that, as a
minority, their children may have to work even harder to prove themselves in a
predominantly white society where stereotypes, especially about Black males,
are common. Parents shared these thoughts about why the work ethic is
important for African Americans:
Education is the key. I know that with him being a Black male with
a single mother that it's going to be hard.
I was always told I couldn’t do as good as White students—I had
to be better if I were going to be considered for anything... You can’t be
as good as... She (her mother) never said that’s not fair. She never
said that it shouldn’t be that way. She said that’s the way it is and if
you’re gonna play, be a player. Then you need to know that’s one
of the rules, and you either accept that rule and decide to play or
you don’t accept that rule and not win.
I want him (the son) to know who he is and where he comes from and
how hard that he has to study in order to succeed. He’s always going
to have to stay a step or two ahead because...(hesitates)... we have to
work harder to be successful and to get ourselves established.
Thus parents saw hard work and a good education as the key to their children’s
success, especially as African Americans.
Supporting Learning at Home
It has been suggested in the literature that the “curriculum of the home”
(Walberg, 1984) is twice as predictive of student achievement than factors such
as socioeconomic status. Families can compensate for a lack of materials or
economics resources by drawing on their strengths to support and guide their
children’s education. In this study, every parent interviewed reported
reinforcing the importance of school by helping their children with school-related
activities at home, especially homework. About homework one parent remarked:
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WeTe definitely on her (the daughter) about her homework. We don't
let her do anything, watch TV, until that homework is done. It’s the main
thing. I even threaten she’s not going to Brownies unless the homework
was done. That’s more important than any of the other things that she
might do.
However, parents reported that their involvement with learning at home is
not limited to checking homework assignments. In general, parents
acknowledged that children don’t always grasp all the concepts and skills
presented in the classroom and that they frequently need extra help beyond the
normal school day. Consequently, parents reported that part of their role as a
parent is to help fill in gaps in their children’s learning. Some comments
reflecting this responsibility toward student learning included:
I’m very much into education, and with (the daughter) I believe that my
idea is for her to master each subject. I do not like skipping. And that’s
why when (the daughter) comes home, we go through another time of
school. I think it helps a lot at home how you work with your child.
Well, the teacher's responsibility, especially since they’re there eight
hours, the teacher’s responsibility is to get the information out. Once
the kid get home, the parent has to fill in where the teacher left out.
It’s better to teach your kid at home just as well as it is at school. Just
don’t think it’s the teacher's job to teach your child, because it’s 50/50.
It’s just as well the parent’s job as it is the teacher’s. You send them to
school to get an education. But the teacher cannot educate him on all
things. At home, that’s when you need to, you know, educate him better
on everything.
While some families may use lack of money as an excuse for not helping
their children at home, one mother commented that economic resources should
not be an issue:
I realize that we cannot, and it’s very important for parents to know that,
we cannot just depend on the teacher. We cannot do it, because let’s
say, sometimes you are in the classroom but you are not getting
everything, and that’s where I think the parents should come back and
help the kids. You don’t have to have money to go out like I do, okay.
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because maybe I can try to afford it. But you don't always have to have
money to buy things... If the parents wouldjust sit down and help the kid, I
think together with the teacher, that would be, I mean, the kids would be
successful.
Schools today have become more than academic institutions in that they
often deal with problems stemming from larger social issues, such as poverty
and the rise in single parent households. The knowledge boom has caused
many teachers to feel that there are not enough hours in the schoolday to cover
all that needs to be taught. Furthermore, as described earlier in Chapter 1,
teachers are also faced with more cultural diversity in the classroom than ever
before. One father was especially sympathetic towards today’s teachers and the
burden placed on them:
The schools have gotten so big. You can’t expect the individuality that
you had where the teacher could actually give them (the students) a lot of
attention...She (the teacher) has more grading, she has more to teach,
one (student) is slower than the other... So, if you (the student) fall
behind, then hopefully your parents will pick up the slack or maybe get a
tutor it it’s possible financially. If not, a lot of parents will sometimes not
adjust and won’t pick it up and just figure that’s the school’s responsibility.
It (the parent's responsibility) has changed drastically.
Several parents reported that at times they are not sure if they are helping
their children in an appropriate manner. They acknowledged that instructional
methodologies have changed since they were in school and that “their” way and
the teacher’s approach might be different and even contradictory. One mother
recalled the frustration she felt when practicing subtraction with her son. She
soon discovered that the method she was using was not the approach used in
her son’s classroom and eventually went to the teacher for help. Other parents
expressed similar viewpoints:
If you’re working with differences...if she’s (the teacher) teaching them
one thing and then you get home and you’re doing it totally different,
so when he gets there it’s kind of like, uh huh (laughs). It’ll better to
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help us out than to have conflict o f anything, really, cuz then you’re
defeating the purpose.
I work real hard with (the daughter) and if I don’t understand something
because of where I’m from, I go also to (the teacher)...and say, ’You are
teaching this subject this way. I’ve learned it this way. Now can you
show me how to teach (the daughter) the way you are teaching her so
we can be the same?”

BehayLor
While teaching values and supporting learning at home were by far the
most frequently identified parental responsibilities, several parents also spoke of
behavior as being the parent’s responsibility. This sense of responsibility for a
child’s behavior may have accounted for the fact that none of the children of the
parent participants in this study exhibited major behavioral problems in school,
as evidenced by their grades in social growth. One mother explained the
expectations that she has about her daughter’s behavior and how she has
followed her own parents in that respect:
If she (her daughter) gets out of line, you let me know. You won’t have a
problem with that. The school stuff you’re gonna have to teach her, but
the discipline stuff, I will handle... My mother also told me that if she ever
had to take off work and miss money to come up to handle something
simply because I chose not to behave, that I would regret that. So I
never, never pushed her to the test because I knew generally when she
made those promises, she pretty much followed through!
Another parent said this about behavior:
Regarding behavior, I feel that it is our responsibility to make sure
our son behaves in the classroom. It takes too much time away from
teaching if the teacher has to correct behavioral problems...I don’t
expect the teacher to need to be constantly disciplining our son. She
is going to have to stop disruptive behavior if it arises, but I’m not
expecting her to have to raise our child. That’s ourjob as parents.
The teacher is supposed to be educating him with our assistance.
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Thus, parents recognized the need for discipline in the classroom but
were willing to take responsibility for their children’s behavior.
The Responsibilities of Schools
It’s the school’s responsibility to educate the child. But it’s my
responsibility to make sure that when she gets there, she’s
getting taught.
By far the most frequently reported responsibility of the school was to
provide for the academic development of children. While most parents made
attempts to fill the gaps in their children’s learning, parents stated that the
school’s primary responsibility is to provide students with instruction in each of
the major curricular areas and to teach them the concepts and skills appropriate
for that grade level. Furthermore, parents expected teachers to make the effort
to reach every student in the classroom by using a variety of instructional
methods. Parents’ responses regarding the school’s responsibilities addressed
two major areas: curriculum and instructional methodology. In addition, parents
talked about curricular and instructional issues as they relate to the education of
African American students.
Curriculum
Parents frequently stated that it is the school’s responsibility “to educate”
the child, referring to their children’s academic development. They expected
teachers to present new content in all the major subject areas and to help their
children acquire the skills appropriate for that grade level.
Parents also expressed their desire to know what the curriculum covered
and what the corresponding learning expectancies for their children included.
One parent, a father, was very enthusiastic in describing how his daughter’s
teacher sends home a “syllabus” every week; this included subject-specific
topics of study and skills the students were working on in class, descriptions of
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assignments and their due dates and testing dates. Another parent simply
stated, “I want to know what’s required for this grade...and what books are to be
used.” Yet another parent remarked:
We're (parents) not teachers. We don't always know what is expected
from our son at this particular grade level. We ask his teachers to send
notes home letting us know where ourson is at educationally relative to
where he should be and where we would like him to be. He (the son)
may bring home homework that we as parents aren't familiar with. It is
imperative that the teacher send home instructions that clearly relate
both what is expected of our son and us as parents.
In addition to keeping informed about the curriculum, parents wanted to
be informed in a timely manner when their children were experiencing any
learning difficulties in school. One mother became rather upset when she
recalled how on a particular occasion she did not know her son was having a
problem in school until the report card came home. She stated that to avoid
problems becoming more serious, teachers should let parents know how
students are doing on a frequent basis.
iaslcuctiofial Melhodoiogy

Parents acknowledged that children learn in different ways and at
different rates. However, they expressed their expectations that teachers would
make the effort to find out what students know, what backgrounds they come
from, and how they learn best. One mother explained how she has taught her
children to ask questions until they understand what is being taught:
I say to my kids, you always ask questions until you understand
exactly what that person is telling you...Ask 1001 questions. If he
(the son) gets on her (the teacher), that's herjob (laughs), that's
what I tell them. Cuz that’s her job, to explain it to you until you
understand.
Other parents made similar remarks about instruction:
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They (teachers )should be able to teach, come down enough on their
(the students’ ) level to make sure they get it.
And the teacher should be more open to change. If it means for a
teacher to change her strategy, she should be willing to do that
because we are teaching a child...And that’s where it goes wrong
sometimes.
One parent understood the frustration that students sometimes
experience in the classroom when coming from a different cultural background.
She expressed her concern for the impact that background experiences can
have on the way children learn;
I think that teachers do have a very, very strong responsibility
towards the kids in the sense that when they’re teaching, they have
to make sure that because of the different backgrounds, because of
the different environments that we do live in, there are things that they
should explain maybe in a different way. And they have to honor kids
and make sure that all the kids did understand.
Parents also reported that when teachers fail to meet their expectations
as instructors, parents need to let the appropriate school personnel know their
concerns. One mother explained:
You know, I also think that your teachers are as bad as the parent
will let them be... If there is a problem, I bet you there is at least five
parents in that same classroom that’s having the same problem with
that teacher. And maybe it’s a point of having some communications
with other parents of the children that are in that class and applying
the right pressure to the right person to get that teacher to do what
they’re supposed to do... Ifit takes going to the school district (central
office), if you have a substandard teacher, you got to get them (the
teachers) out of there! I know there’s a shortage of teachers and all,
but that’s your child’s future!
One parent did, in fact, complain about her son’s teacher to the school principal
which resulted in a transfer to a different classroom.
Shacftd. RespQDSibilities
While parents in this study were able to make distinctions between the
major responsibilities of families and schools, virtually all parents recognized
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that these responsibilities overlap and that families and schools need to work
together to insure student success. Thus, parent perceptions of the
home-school relationship supported Epstein's (1986) theoretical model of
schools and family connections in that participants recognized how their own
actions as well as the actions of their children's teachers affect the home-school
relationship.
Parental perceptions of the responsibilities of families and schools also
suggested that parents embraced a partnership model (Swap, 1993) of the
home-school relationship which emphasizes collaboration, two-way
communication, building on parental strengths, and problem solving that
involves both parents and educators. Examples of parents’ statements about
the nature of the home-school relationship included:
/ look at the public school system the same way I look at Sears or
Smith's or any other place I do business with. My tax dollars run that
organization and therefore, they’re providing me with something, a
service of some kind. The service that they’re providing me with in
this particular venue is an education for my children. However, that
cannot be successful without my participating in it to a great degree.
It’s the teacher's responsibility to teach; it’s the parent's responsibility
to teach as well. It’s 50/50. You can’t leave it just to teachers. Parents
must be consistently involved. It’s a shared responsibility but ultimately
the parent’s. They must see to it that their child is learning.
When you have a child, and you don’t think about this before you
have one, you eventually have to commit yourself to go back to
school. Okay, we’re going back to elementary school. I am back in
the third and fourth grade and that’s where I’ll be until we graduate
(laughs).
Lastly, one parent pointed out that this sharing of responsibilities in the
education of children is no different for African American families. She stated:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

77

It’s a relationship. It has to be a relationship. But I don’t think it’s
any different (for African American families) than with White families.
The same variables have to exist.
Summary of Findings
Research question number one addressed the responsibilities of families
and schools in the education of children and asked; How do the parents of
high-achieving African American students perceive their role in the education of
their children? In addressing this question, parents reported that it is their
responsibility to teach their children the value of having an education and instill
in them a strong work ethic. In addition, parents acknowledged that it is also
their responsibility to support the schooling process by helping their children with
homework and filling in the gaps in learning. Several parents also reported they
saw themselves as responsible for their children's behavior.
Parents expected schools to teach their children new concepts and skills
in the major curricular areas and to communicate with them on matters regarding
the program of study, learning expectancies, and any problems their children
might be experiencing in school. However, when teachers fail to meet their
expectations, parents reported that it is their responsibility to communicate their
dissatisfaction to the appropriate school district personnel.
However, all parents acknowledged that families and schools share
responsibilities in the education of children and that in order for their children to
succeed in school, parents and educators need to work together. The parents in
this study reported being actively involved in their children’s education and
perceived themselves as being part of the school success equation.
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Research Question Number Two:
Parent Involvement Practices
She knows I'm gonna be there—good, bad, or Indifferent
Research question number two related to specific parent involvement
practices both at home and at school and asked: In what ways do the parents of
high-achieving African American elementary students report they are involved in
their children's schooling? Parent responses were grouped according to
Epstein’s (1995) typology of six kinds of parent involvement: (1 ) parenting; (2)
communicating; (3) volunteering and/or attending school events; (4) learning at
home; (5) decision making; and (6) collaborating with the community. The most
frequently reported types of parent involvement included practices related to
communicating, learning at home, and volunteering and/or participating in
events at school.
Pacenting
In general, parents spoke very little about basic parenting except in
identifying their major responsibilities as parents described earlier including
teaching values and supporting learning at home. However, one parent did
report that she made it a regular practice to make sure that her child’s dress was
appropriate for school. As the mother of a Black male, this particular parent
recognized the relationship between dress and gang membership. Thus, she
saw her efforts to monitor her son’s dress as a preventive measure.
Communicating

Communication, emphasized in partnership models of home-school
relationships, was the most common type of parent involvement practice
reported by parents in this study. Parents explained that they communicate
frequently with their children’s teachers on matters related to the curriculum.
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homework assignments, grades, and behavior. The most common methods of
communication included phone calls, notes, conferences, classroom visits and
daily or weekly progress reports as well as the traditional report card. Parents
described how they communicated with their children's teachers in solving
problems together:
I write the teacher a note and have her call me and go over what I have
a problem with. And if we can solve it that way, then we get it solved
and we can keep going on with the thing. He ll (the son) learn better,
that’s what I think.
I talk to the teacher any time there is a problem. At one point this
year she (the daughter) was not finishing her homework and she was
talking to another little kid all the time. So I started getting daily
notices. If there was a problem. I’d know every day instead of at the
end of the week. And then once she got back on track, I told the
teacher it was no longer needed. But anytime. I’d call the teacher and
she’d let me know.
Realizing that emotional events at home can affect a child's learning and
behavior in school, one mother explained how she keeps her children’s teachers
informed about their home life:
Just like I didn’t have a problem getting on the phone, my ex and I,
before separating. And I said,Jook, there are some things going on
at home. If you notice anything, any change, with the kids in their
attitudes, let me know so that I can help you. And then I’ll help them
know what was going on so that they can look for some things and
provide some support.
Parents expected two-way communication with teachers. One mother
related a story about a problem she had with one of her son's teachers and
expressed the disappointment that she felt when the teacher did not reciprocate
in the communication process:
Last year, when he (her son) was in the second grade, he had two
teachers in one classroom and we ran into a problem. He had forgot
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to turn in some homework Friday so I had him complete it over the
weekend and bring it in Monday. And I asked him to have the
teacher send a note home saying that she received all of his
homework. Well, she told him to tell me that that wasn't herjob...
Well, (laughs), I blew it~ l was furious! So I called the principal and
said, I’m calling you because I hope this will be taken care of. I said,
you know. I’ve had problems with the teacher in the past, you know,
with my son and I feel that I want him transferred...to a different second
grade classroom. So we did that, but I never got an apology from the
teacher.
Thus, parents indicated a desire to be kept informed and did not hesitate to call
or send a note to their children’s teacher whenever they had a concern. They
viewed this two-way communication process as a critical aspect of maintaining a
positive home-school relationship.
Volunteering and Attending School Events
A third type of parent involvement frequently reported by the parents
related to doing volunteer work and participating in programs and special events
at school. Most parents reported that they have volunteered at one time or
another to (1) help with the PTA newsletter, (2) man booths at school carnivals,
(3) serve as chaperones for field trips, (4) help with fund-raisers; and (5) help
with the Read Across America program. One mother described how she
became involved with a PTA fund-raiser when she saw how excited her son was
about the project:
No, I just never had time (to join the PTA). But when they do all the
fundraisers and stuff like that, I volunteer. I don’t go, but I volunteer
when the child has something to do that they think is very important.
Like before Halloween, they were having a fundraiser for the American
Heart Association. I brought it to work and collected over $200 for
him to jump rope. I gave that 100% of my time because I felt that that
was very important stuff for him. He was very excited over that. And
most parents don’t try to fundraise. They have their kids out there trying
to get the money instead of the parents saying, ‘Hey, I'll help you, we can
go door to door together. ’
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Several parents also reported that they make it a practice to visit their
children’s classrooms throughout their schooling in order to learn more about the
program of study as well as to observe their children’s behavior in school. One
parent explained her motivation for visiting her son’s classroom:
Last year I sat in tiis (her son’s ) class twice so I could observe what’s
going on and hopefully before the end of this year I’ll be able to sit in on
this class he’s in right now...to see how the program is, what they’re
learning, what they're getting out of it. And also to see what (the son’s)
doing, you know, how he’s acting in school.
Parents in this study also reported that they routinely attend school
events such as Back-to-School Night or special student performances. For
example, at the conclusion of a Saturday morning interview, a mother and
stepfather explained that they would be attending a Christmas music program at
their daughter’s school that afternoon. However, several parents acknowledged
that work schedules sometimes limit parents’ attendance at school events. One
mother explained that if she wants to participate in a school event, her employer
will let her go but that “most jobs will have a problem with it.” Another mother,
the university administrator, said this about her work schedule and involvement
at her children’s school:
One of the things is that even though I have a white collar position
as opposed to my parents’ blue collar position, I think it affords me
some flexibility in my work day which they didn’t have. So, although I
can’t make it to PTA meetings because of a lecture here on campus
or I’m taking my kids to soccer practice or whatever, I pay my PTA
dues and I volunteer in my daughter’s classroom.
In sum, parents reported that they are involved in volunteer activities and
attending programs at school to the extent that their work schedules allow.
Learning at Home
As discussed earlier, parents in this study acknowledged that it is their
responsibility to support learning at home. Therefore, helping with
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school-related activities at home was by far the most frequently reported type of
parent involvement practice. While several of the parents expressed the limits
that working full time placed on their ability to work with their children, parents
reported various ways in which they support learning at home. The most
common practice described by parents was their involvement with homework.
Parents reported that they regularly monitored their children's homework and
checked assignments for completeness, accuracy, and neatness. This
statement was typical of parents’ involvement with homework:
And pretty much at home, I basically stay on him to get his work
done...Most of the time he doesn't need help, so he'll come to me
and I'll look it over. Or if I feel it’s not neat enough, I say, well, you
need to rewrite this.
One parent also described how she helps her son at home with reading:
Well, we had parent-teacher conferences about a week ago. She
(the teacher) told me his weakness. So what we do now is we read
a book 20 minutes a day, and he have to write what he read down.
And then I will correct it and make changes. If he spell the word wrong,
I have him look it up in the dictionary and have him write it over again.
I can’t tell him how to spell the word—he’ll never learn!
Some parents also described how they reinforce their children’s learning
by purchasing games, books, and other educational materials from commercial
stores. Goodwill Industries, and thrift shops. One parent got her son, who was
having a few difficulties when learning to read, into the Hooked on Phonics
program. Another parent talked about how she brought her daughter to the
Sylvan Learning program. Yet another mother described how everything she
does at the grocery store and in the kitchen at home with her daughter becomes
an opportunity for practicing reading and mathematical skills, such as
measurement and estimation.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

83

Several parents described how they try to create a home environment
conducive to learning, or “school-like families” (Epstein, 1995) by setting up a
place, complete with learning tools, for their children to study and complete
assignments. One mother described her daughter’s bedroom setting;
We enœurage her (the daughter) at all times to write. In her room
she has her own desk where she sits. And she has her dictionary.
She has a thesaurus that she uses...She has all the tools she needs.
One married couple explained that they are both involved in helping their
daughter at home but that each plays a different role in her development. The
mother explained;
We're very involved... We have different roles. Like I’m more into the
educational roles, and (her husband) back her up with physical education.
Different things, like when she wants to go for a bike ride. Actually, he
fills the gap where I lack, and that’s how we work it.
Décision Making

Parents did not make many comments about participating in the
decision-making process at the school level. However, one parent did express
her concern with representation in the PTA and some of the decisions made by a
relatively small group of individuals who might not represent the majority of the
school’s parents:
That's the reason I became involved in the PTA, because I attended
to see the different little things that they wanted to do. But it's more
what their kids like to do. Our kids don't like to do, like, the barn
dancin' (laughs). Our kids are not gonna do that!
Another parent posed these questions about the PTA;
How many parents really get involved in the PTA? Tm sure it's probably
the same group of people that attend every year. Consequently, I'm
always thinking: I wonder if that's really the best way to get people to
come together?
At the classroom level, a mother reported being very vocal from time to
time about various instructional decisions made by her child’s teacher and/or the
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administration. For example, she recalled how she objected to the use of
calculators in the classroom and insisted that her child memorize the
multiplication tables. In her words, she “wanted a brain!” This particular parent
expressed the desire to be involved in decisions regarding curriculum,
instructional methodology, and the selection of teaching materials.
Cgllaboratiaq with, the Community

Only one parent, an administrator at a local university, reported
collaboration with the community as a type of parent involvement practice. This
particular parent was instrumental in finding the community resources to initiate
a math-science program at her daughter's school. As a result of her involvement
with the program, this mother reported that she felt a strong connection with
students throughout the school and stated with pride, “There generally isn’t a
classroom that I can’t pass by that at least two of the students will say, hey, Ms.
(name)!”
Summary of Findings

Using Epstein’s (1995) typology as a basis for discussion, research
question number two related to the specific parent involvement practices of
African American parents and asked: In what ways do the parents of
high-achieving African American students report they are involved in their
children’s schooling? The parent involvement practices most reported by
participants in this study included: frequent two-way communications with their
child’s teacher in the form of notes, phone calls, and progress reports; assisting
with learning activities at home; and participating in school programs and events
as work schedules permitted. Parents also supported the PTA to a limited
extent, but questioned its general effectiveness given the increased demands on
schools and families today.
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Parents did talk about the first type of parent involvement, the basic
obligations of parents, but did so in response to research question number one
as they described the responsibilities of families. Few comments were offered
regarding parent involvement practices related to decision making and/or
collaborating with the community. Finally, parents reported that their
involvement was influenced to some extent by their work schedules.
Research Question Number Three:
Parent Concerns
Research question number three related to the obstacles to parent
involvement in education and asked; What obstacles to involvement in schooling
do the parents of high-achieving African American elementary students report
experiencing? Parents in this study perceived themselves as being very
involved in their children’s education as well as their extracurricular activities
and, therefore, did not report major obstacles to involvement. Furthermore, as
reflected in their perceptions of the responsibilities of families and schools
described earlier, parents considered families as equally responsible as schools
in establishing and maintaining effective home-school relationships. For
example, when asked how schools could do a better job of involving parents,
especially minorities, in education, parents made these statements;
It's really hard to say. I don't know what would help bring everyone
together. If the parents really want their kid to succeed, they're
going to do whatever they can.
You can't keep on blaming one system where everybody has to
work together.
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However, when asked to share any concerns they might have about their
children’s education, parents identified two areas of concern: the racial identity
development of their children and current teacher placement practices.
Racial identity-Deveiopment

As African Americans, parents recognized the need for their children to
develop a positive self-image and skills for coping in a racist society. This
parental concern reflects the emphasis on the development of the whole
child—socially, emotionally, physically, and academically—that is characteristic
of current definitions of parent involvement (Davies, 1991 ). In addressing their
children’s racial identity development, parents talked about self-esteem in
general, the importance of Black history in the curriculum, and the beneficial
effects that minority teachers can have as positive role models for their children.
Self-Esteem

When asked about the obstacles African Americans face in helping their
children succeed, parents expressed a general concern for their children’s
self-esteem development both at home and at school. One parent related this
story and described the frustration she felt as an African American mother:
We have a very positive home in terms of who we are as a people
and my daughter told me, ‘My teacher told me that I was very pretty. ’
And I said. ‘Well, we tell you that all the time. Should we widen the
doorways now so that your head should get through?’ And she said,
‘No, Mommy.’ So we laughed about that, but then she said, ‘But you
know, I would be prettier if I were lighter like you and (the son). ’ So,
even in an environment that is as Afrocentnc as ours, meaning that
we really pride being who and what we are, I cannot compete with the
television, what it reinforces, where Barbie always comes out looking like
Barbie with everything. Which tells you, if you look like Barbie, you can
have everything (laughs). With the cartoons, the cultures that the
students are bringing from their households, I mean, all you can do is
continue to challenge them, continue to get them to think through the
processes.
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Another parent explained how hurtful remarks about being African
American don't always come from non-Blacks; she suggested that
African Americans can be just as cruel to each other;
It seems like someone’s always trying to rip your child’s and your
self-esteem. Even between races. You know, my daughter is very
dark skinned and I have to always tell her, always just show her. I
don’t care if who-who-who calls you Black, you Just tell them, 7 come
from kings and queens. ’ You know, you Just tell them straight up, you’re
Jealous! (laughs)...ltcomes from every single place. It’s everywhere.
And like I said, it’s between races also, because we’re fair-skinned
to a dark skinned Black.
Parents value teachers who treat all their students, regardless of their
race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic background, with respect in the classroom.
One mother described how pleased she is with her daughter’s relationship with
her teacher, who is White, calling the classroom another “home” for her
daughter;
We don’t have to worry about our daughter’s feelings (in school). She
never comes home and say, ‘Oh, Mom, this teacher does not like me.
This teacher is prejudiced against me’...But if that child is having that
feeling, it’s sad, and I can’t imagine what that child has to go through...
And I’m happy that we don’t have to feel that way...(The daughter), she
goes to (the teacher), she goes to another home. That’s how she looks
at it. She’s going to another mother.
This same parent further suggested that teachers who develop positive
relationships with their students and boost their self-esteem open the door to
improved home-school relationships between parents and teachers;
I think that if a child expresses that, ‘Oh, my teacher likes me, I
feel comfortable, ’ I think that also encourages the parent to get
with the school because they know the teacher cares about the
child. It encourages the parent to go and get involved.
In contrast to positive teacher-student interactions, one mother
recognized the negative effects that what teachers say to students can have on
both children and the parent-teacher relationship and said, “Be careful of what
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you say to these kids because they will go back (home) and repeat it.” She
explained that when students come home repeating negative things that the
teacher has said or done in school, the relationship between the parent and
teacher can become negative and problematic.
Black History and the Curriculum
A curricular issue that parents viewed as being related to their children's
racial identity development was how schools teach history and the extent to
which the histories of ethnic minority groups are included in the curriculum.
Virtually all the parents interviewed expressed the viewpoint that it is important
for their children to learn about the contributions of African Americans to the
world as well as to American history. One mother described how she teaches
her children to respond to people who question the contributions of African
Americans over time by saying, “Hey, we're (African Americans) the same.
Anyone who says (a derogatory remark) is stupid. We're part of history.
Everyone made America!”
Parents also suggested that Black history should be integrated into the
curriculum throughout the year, not just during the month of February as is
commonly practiced by schools observing Black History Month. For example,
one parent simply remarked:
It (Black history) should be a part of history, period. Black or
Hispanic...It should be taught throughout the year.
Integrating ethnic content into the curriculum throughout the year would, as one
parent reported, ensure that “the learning is purposeful” as opposed to becoming
an add-on subject or teaching ethnic content in a superficial manner. She
explained:
There's a lot of things that I think we could clear up or eliminate in
(a child's) development just by embracing that we have some
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ethical responsibilities very early on in the educational process.
And I think that is more important than a Black History Month,
Native American Week. Asian Day. or Latino Month. I mean, because
we’re learning very early to respect each other, not tolerate, because
I'm not something to be tolerated...And I think it's essential that that
is included in the cum'culum which is why multiculturallsm...has been
non-successful...at the elementary and secondary school level... The
learning isn't purposeful; it's not integrated in the curriculum.
Parents, however, did not expect schools to teach an Afrocentric
curriculum; instead, they emphasized that the histories and contributions of all
peoples should be included where they have previously been left out. As one
parent stated, “All these (Latin, Asian) different ethnic backgrounds had
something to contribute to America.” Other parent comments about an inclusive
curriculum and the benefits for students included:
In terms of the students' curriculum. I'd like to see more representation
across the board. It's been real difficult to me because my son's in
fourth grade and they're really getting into American history. And it's
not so much what's said that bothers me. it's what's not being said...
And knowing that these students don't have the critical thinking skills
...to ask the right questions to fill those gaps of what is not being
answered.
I think once you put the Black history in. not just the Blacks, but the
Hispanics. whatever minority issues, once you've made everyone
aware, you know how to talk and deal with that group. It makes you
sensitive. I think there's a lot of confusion and misunderstanding.
It's better to learn a whole lot of cultures than just one... So when
somebody asks you a question, some people think that you're
dumb... It's just that you were raised in a different culture... You
know, every culture's totally different and you learn a lot with each
culture...that might be a key point to...give you a better education.
In keeping with the parent’s responsibility toward supporting learning at
home as described earlier, one parent also recognized the limitations of
observing Black History Month and suggested that African American parents can
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and should add to their children’s knowledge of Black history and culture at
home. She remarked;
The parents, they can teach their child a little more (Black history)
than the teacher cuz they (teachers) can't go on with Black history.
They can only basically go that month.
Another parent described how she teaches her children about Kwanzaa and
other aspects of African American culture. She related a story about her son's
teacher and the Black national anthem, “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” When her
son realized that the teacher was unaware of the anthem, he brought the music
to school and taught the song to the teacher and the entire class.
Learning about the struggles of African Americans and the injustices that
have occurred throughout history may have negative effects on some African
American children. One mother described how, when her daughter was learning
about the civil rights movement, she feared that the lesson she was learning
might really be teaching her daughter to be biased toward Whites. She
explained;
You talk and you talk and you're never quite sure if they understand
(civil rights). I thought, ‘Maybe this is too deep.' I thought, ‘Maybe
this is teaching her to be biased instead of teaching her to be fair
to everybody. '
The mother then recalled an incident in her car when her three-year-old son
asked his seven-year-old sister what civil rights were and she “broke it down to
him.” The mother’s fears were alleviated by her daughter’s explanation and she
described how, at that moment, she “was the proudest mother in the world!”
While this parent wanted her daughter to learn the truth, she did not want her to
become embittered by the events of the past.
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In sum, parents recognized the value of teaching Black history to their
children but suggested that the history of African Americans and other ethnic
groups be integrated into the curriculum and taught throughout the school year.
However, as with all areas of instruction, parents also recognized the need to
support this learning at home.
Role Models {Qr-Minority. Students

Although parents viewed the recruitment of more minorities into the
teaching profession favorably, participants in this study did not identify the race
of a teacher as being a major factor in insuring student success. Instead,
parents expressed their desire for teachers to be “open-minded” and sensitive to
the diverse needs of students. In talking about how irrelevant the teacher’s race
can be, one parent shared her grandmother’s wisdom:
My grandmother always had a saying that not everybody Black
you meet is Black. (Laughs). You know, I guess you gotta be Black
to really understand. (Laughs again.)...And she also said that every
White person you meet ain’t got a sheet in the back of their truck.
There are a lot of people who want to help people, who realize that
we all should be afforded the same opportunities simply because
we're people...I found that prejudices exist within one's own ethnic
group. So it's more important to have someone committed to the
philosophy of access for all people. And it doesn't matter what
ethnicity that person is.
However, parents did express their support for the recruitment of more
minority teachers and administrators to serve as positive role models for
students, especially for Black males. One parent stated, “What I would like to
see are more Black male teachers. I haven’t seen many.” Another parent
extended this viewpoint to include support for more Black administrators in
schools:
Especially with this school, with having a Black principal, that
right there is a big plus. It's something, you know, as far as
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status or somettiing for a kid to look up to. It's (the prindpalship)
a very high position and how you portray yourself, it’s gonna rub
off on other people.
Finally, although parents identified “open-minded" teachers who use
diverse teaching strategies as being critical to their children’s success in school,
they supported the school district’s effort to recruit more minorities and
recognized the beneficial effects that an increase in the number of minority
educators would have on their children.
leacheLgiacemeot Issues

Several parents identified the age of the teacher, whether young and
inexperienced or old and ready for retirement, as a factor that should be
considered when placing teachers in difficult teaching assignments. One mother
commented on the tendency of younger teachers to be less effective in the
classroom:
From the teachers I've seen, a lot of the teachers are very young.
And I know my son, he can pretty much pick a teacher because if
he knows that teacher is not strong, he'll try to get away with everything
he can... I feel a lot of teachers don't have the background...Most of
them are fresh out of college. You know, 22, 23. A lot of teachers
look very young, so they tend not to get the respect that an older
teacher would that's more experienced and who's been with the
school district longer.
In addition to concerns about young, inexperienced teachers, another
parent expressed her frustration in dealing with school district personnel who are
about to retire and appear to lack any genuine concern for children:
When a problem is not being resolved and this person is like. I'm
getting ready to retire and I just really don't care... I've gotta get him
(the son) out of there.
Parents also made comments about the problems associated with
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hiring new teachers from out-of-state and then placing them at schools in
low-income areas of town. One mother stated that the school district should
check the out-of-state teachers’ backgrounds more thoroughly because “you’re
entrusting them with your child.” Another mother said this about the school
district’s tendency to place new teachers from out-of-state on “the bad side of
town”:
I've noticed that the school district, they tend not to hire students
that have gone through the school district here...So they hire
out of state. And the new teachers, they tend to send them to what
they call the at-risk schools. It's hard for a new teacher coming into
the state to do that because they get terrified. Especially they talk to
other teachers and they say, ‘Oh, you know, you're on the bad side
of town. Be careful, watch your back!' You know, and that's not good.
Another teacher placement issue that parents discussed was the use of
money as a motivating factor for making teaching positions in low-income areas
more attractive. Several parents described the dismay they felt when they
learned that teachers can sometimes work off their student loans or receive
“combat pay” by teaching in schools designated as “at-risk.” Parents remarked:
This area maybe gets some good teachers, but only for a year
because you can work off a student loan in this area.
That's why she (the teacher) came here. She didn't care about
those kids! She came here to get combat pay. And she had a
brain...She had a lot to give to those kids.
One mother, a school bus driver, revealed that, because of her job, she
is able to observe how teachers talk about their students. These observations
have led her to conclude that many teachers are just there for the job status and
“to collect that paycheck." But one parent acknowledged how frustrating
teaching can be, no matter what the placement, and suggested that there are
always other options for teachers:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.

94

I think a lot of teachers get discouraged, but that’s anywhere.
Teachers shouldn’t stay at a certain school for more than a few years,
I think. Everybody needs a change in environment unless you truly,
truly, truly love what you’re doing. You need to change... If you feel
like you’re getting burnt out, then ask for a transfer. Don’t take it out
on the kids and get stale and stagnated in that one place and feel like
you don’t have anyplace to go.
Thus, this parent suggested that when teachers bum out, it is their responsibility
to find another school environment to work in that will reenergize their teaching.
Furthermore, she stated that teachers should not stay in one place for more than
three years unless they “truly love it."
Despite these concerns with teacher placement, parents in this study
held their own children’s teachers in high esteem and made few negative
comments about them. They expected disagreements to occur and, as reported
earlier, resolved their differences through ongoing two-way communication with
their children’s teachers. One mother was particularly adamant in her belief that
most teachers care about their students, no matter where they teach, and want
them to succeed in school:
They (teachers) want to (help kids) or they wouldn’t go into education.
You know, you don't go into education, even white women, going,
‘Well, I’m just gonna go out and educate all the White kids. ’ That's
ludicrous! They go in saying, 7 want to get a kid excited about
learning'... You know, I'm sure there's some that are probably racist
or prejudiced because there's just some of those types of individuals
in everything that we do. But I really don't think that the majority of
teachers go into education going, ‘Now I'm going to go into the suburbs
and teach at the best schools and turn out the next Nobel prize winner. '
I don’t think that's in the back of their minds.
In addition to raising issues related to teacher placement, one parent
expressed her concern with teacher preparation and indicated that many
teachers are not adequately prepared to teach in at-risk school environments
which include large numbers of minority and/or poor children:
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I think as an African American educator, the curriculum that truly
concerns me...is the one that is training our teachers... They are not
designing cum'culums for our future teachers that take into
consideration the differences of learning styles, the difference of
teacher styles, how to go about creating environments in the
classroom to decrease the disparity o f what is expected o f children
and what different households are prepared to provide. That is not
happening...And quite frankly, I really think we're doing a disservice
to pedagogy by turning out teachers who are underprepared.
Finally, while parents voiced some general concerns about teacher
placements in and preparation for teaching In at-risk schools, they viewed their
own children’s teachers as being dedicated to the education of their students.
Summary of Findings
Research question number three explored the obstacles to parent
involvement in education and asked: What obstacles to involvement in schooling
do the parents of high-achieving African American students feel that they
experience? Parents in this study perceived themselves as equally responsible
as schools in the education of children and reported that they are very involved
in the educational process. Therefore, their responses to the third research
question focused more on their general concerns as parents of African American
schoolchildren.
When describing their concerns, participants in this study talked most
about their children’s racial identity development, including the nurturing of their
self-esteem, the importance of having an inclusive curriculum, and the
recruitment of more minorities into the field of education. Parents also
suggested that school districts should consider factors such as age, teaching
experience, and being new to the geographic area into consideration when
staffing schools, especially in low-income neighborhoods. Finally, parents
reported that they do not support school district policies and federal or other
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programs that offer teachers financial rewards for teaching in schools
designated as being “at-risk."

Research Question Number Four:
Parents’ Suggestions for Schools
Research question number four related to parents' recommendations for
improving home-school relations and asked: How do the parents of
high-achieving African American elementary students think schools can better
meet the needs of African American families? Parent responses to this question
focused on what schools can do to benefit all children, not just African
Americans, in three areas: school programs for families, teacher expectations
about student learning, and the influence of home and community environments
on students.
School Programs for Families
Epstein (1995) recommends that educators create more “family-like”
schools by recognizing the individuality of children and making all families feel
welcome at school. As described earlier, parents in this study reported their
involvement in many volunteer-type of activities at the school. They also
indicated that they attended school programs and visited their children’s
classrooms on a regular basis as their work schedules permitted. However,
parents offered a few suggestions for improvement in this area.
In encouraging positive home-school relationships, several parents
indicated that all teachers should have an open door policy that encourages
parents to visit the school. One parent had this complaint about some teachers’
attitudes toward parent visits to the classroom:
There are some teachers that make you feel like you’re intruding...I
feel I should be able to come to visit the class unannounced.
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Sometimes I want to go by there just to relax while I’m off for lunch.
If I only have five minutes to observe what is going on in the
classroom, that should be okay.
Another parent expressed a similar viewpoint about welcoming parent
involvement both on and off campus. She remarked:
I think that a teacher should be very glad that a parent wants to
be involved in how their child is doing in school. And if not, that’s
pretty sad.
These parents’ comments illustrate that teachers’ attitudes toward this type of
parent involvement practice can create barriers to establishing “family-like”
schools and may affect whether or not parents come to the school at all.
In addition to having the traditional Back-to-School Night for the entire
school, one parent suggested that individual classroom teachers schedule a
series of parent nights throughout the year so that families and students could
come to school and talk about what the class is studying and special projects
that they are working on in school. Such an event would help keep parents
informed about the program of study and might suggest to them opportunities for
volunteering in the classroom as a tutor or sharing their expertise as a guest
speaker. By getting families together in this manner, parents would also have an
opportunity to network with other parents in their own children’s classroom and
form new friendships. This practice has, in fact, been used successfully in some
schools (Clemens-Brower, 1997).
Parents also reported that they like attending student performances at
school. One parent described the excitement she felt when she watched her son
perform a song called “The Color of the Wings" in sign language and suggested
that this was one way to make attendance at school programs more attractive to
parents:
Get your parents in there to watch. I like that (school performances)
because that’s telling me that they’re teaching my son sign language.
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which is very rare, you know, any Black people signing.
As described earlier, several other parents reported that they attend school
programs in which their children perform and view such events as opportunities
to take great pride in and show support for their children's achievements.
Teacher Expectations
Davies (1991) suggests that one of three common themes in current
definitions of parent involvement is that parent involvement provides for the
success of all children. Underlying this theme is the belief that all chidden can
learn and that children should not be labeled “at-risk" because of the ethnic or
socioeconomic characteristics of their families. This parent involvement theme
was evident in this study as parents offered their suggestions to schools.
Recognizing that many teachers, especially White, middle-class individuals, may
expect less from minority and/or poor students, parents stated that schools need
to embrace the belief that all children can learn and be successful. Furthermore,
they suggested that this basic principle about learning should be emphasized
during pre-service and in-service training for teachers.
During the focus group discussion, one mother offered an example of how
a teacher’s low expectations can affect a student’s progress as well as the
parent-teacher relationship. She recalled how her daughter’s first grade teacher
made what she referred to as a “cultural assumption" that, because the girl was
Black, she probably came from a disadvantaged home environment with a single
mother and absent father. The teacher carried this stereotype one step further
by assuming that the little girl could not read when, in fact, she was just shy.
During a parent-teacher conference, the teacher identified reading as an
academic area needing improvement. The mother described the teacher’s
surprise when she asked her daughter to pick up a book and read it, which she
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did beautifully. She said, “That’s where I lost it! The teacher never even knew
the child could read!" Her advice, then, to schools was; “Don’t stereotype my
child!"
Another parent, a father, explained the frustrating experience he had in
high school with his guidance counselor and school principal when they
discouraged him from applying to various elite universities. He expressed the
viewpoint that minorities are not always encouraged to participate in various
educational programs due to the low expectations some educators have about
minority students and that it is also a function of institutionalized racism. He
related that having the money to enroll in various programs isn’t always the
issue, that even when the opportunities exist, minorities are not always pushed
toward them. Therefore, this parent suggested that families need to start early,
even in the elementary school years, and “be willing to work around these
obstacles that serve as stumbling blocks whenever they arise." He warned that
when a child sees that no one has faith in him/her, “Like falling dominoes, it is
hard to overcome the cumulative effect of a chain reaction once it has achieved
momentum.”
Having high expectations for all children also means being willing to work
on problem areas and to try new strategies rather than giving up. One parent
pointed out that this is particularly true for Black males;
I feel that Black males, our boys, need a little more attention, a little
more encouragement...If they’re coming with a different behavior that
they (teachers) have not experienced before, they should not set them
at the back and just, they’re there. You have to learn to work with the
parent, or at least the principal be aware of it and say, ‘Look, something
is going on here and let’s correct it and try to understand it. ’ I think a
teacher should be willing to learn to because this is a new area they
might be touching and that’s someone’s future that you’re playing
with... The teacher should be open to change. If it means for a teacher
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to change her strategy, she should be willing to do that.
Parents acknowledged that teachers working in schools serving minority
and/or low-income families may be particularly inclined to having low
expectations for students. One mother had this to say about what it really
means to be “at-risk”:
A lot of our new teachers go in directly at-risk areas. And when I say
‘at-risk’ areas, I think people abuse that word to victimize the students.
The only thing the students are at-risk of is to continue to miss the
opportunity to realize their fullest human potential.
This parent’s viewpoint suggests that it is not the deficiencies in a child's
environment that makes him “at-risk”, but rather the shortcomings of teachers
who have low expectations about student learning and whose classroom
practices fail to meet the diverse needs of the students.
A teacher’s expectations about students can also be negatively influenced
by other teachers. In one interview, a mother explained how a student who is
labeled as a troublemaker by one teacher often is not given a second chance by
the teacher in the next grade. She suggested that teachers can learn some
simple strategies that may, in fact, turn a child around, using the teachers’ coffee
break room as an example:
I always say that we need to put a sign on the coffee break door
that says, ‘Caution, the things that you say in this room can cause
death to a student!’ You know, it’s true! Because if you spend all
yearjust really ragging on this one kid, and I get him next year, he
is getting major attitude from me from day one. From day one, I
have created a monster as opposed to...I’m sure this child has never
had a teacher call him over the summer and say, ‘You know, so-and-so,
I got my roster and I found out that you were on my list. You are gonna
be just such a joy to have in my class. ’ Okay, you have freaked this kid
totally out! He or she does not know where you’re coming from and,
‘Are you new to the school? You know, because that is not my
reputation!’ But now you’ve got this kid in a situation where he or she has
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an option to change as opposed to manifesting a behavior that is
expected.
This parent further stated that schools need to acknowledge this type of problem
exists among teachers and should make a commitment to come up with the
necessary teacher training that will make a difference for students.
In sum, parents in this study embraced the belief that all children can
learn and cautioned schools about the dangers associated with labeling
students as being “at-risk." They want teachers to have high expectations for
students, to recognize their learning potential, and to employ a wide variety of
teaching strategies that will allow all students to be successful in school.
Home and Community Environments
Children learn constantly, not just in the school environment. While
support for learning at home has been identified as one of the most common and
important types of parent involvement, not all children come from “school-like"
families (Epstein, 1995). Children’s home environments vary greatly, even
among families of the same cultural group or socioeconomic level. Parents in
this study suggested that teachers need to focus more attention on individual
families than the various ethnic and cultural groups to which they belong.
One mother described the unique nature of the “culture of the household" and
identified the home environment as a critical factor related to a student’s
success, no matter what the child’s ethnicity:
/ think there has to be an environment that’s created at home...Each
household has its own culture from how they wake up in the morning
to getting to go to school, and what they do during the day, and what
they do when they get back. It’s quite different from household to
household, even in one ethnic group...So culture is, or my definition
of culture, is how a group of people or an individual or an organization
survives. It’s those behaviors, beliefs, and values that manifest
themselves through everyday survival...So that’s why I don’t think it’s
an ethnicity issue.
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One father extended the concept of home environment to include a child’s
neighborhood and embraced the much-quoted African proverb, “It takes a village
to raise a child.” About his own childhood he noted;
I think, like they said, it take a village to raise a child. That’s what
it takes. (Laughs). It’s true! When I was growing up, we knew...
the neighbors across the street, the neighbors behind us...So, if I did
something wrong, I got chastised on the street behind me and on my
street, I got chastised (laughs) and when my parents got home I got
chastised. So it’s the truth...It takes a community to raise this child.
While this parent acknowledged that it takes the efforts of many individuals to
raise a child, the influence that the community has on a child's development can
positive or negative. One mother explained how important it is for schools to
find out more about the kinds of environments the students come from and the
problems that are characteristic of that community:
If the schools realized the area that the school is in and would teach
and command rules and regulations conducive to that community,
we’d all be all right. If you’ve got an environment... where you don’t
have a lot of educated parents, or if there’s a lot of drugs or things
like that, then you’ve got to teach more in that area to make this next
generation, this next group of kids coming out of this environment, you
know, one step better. Don’t just say, ‘Okay, they’re a victim of their
environment and this is how it is and they can’t be taught. ’ Sure, these
kids can be taught. It’s a learned thing...It’s not a Black thing, it’s not a
White thing. It’s an environmental thing and if you put a child of
non-color in that same environment, you’re gonna get the same thing.
The schools have to be more in tune...We might have to take a little
more time because of those environmental issues, but hey, deal with it!
In conclusion, parents in this study indicated that schools need to avoid
making generalizations about their students based on the cultural groups to
which they belong. Instead, teacher should make an effort to learn more about
the home and community environments in which students live and the effects
these environments have on the teaching-learning process.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

103

Summary of Findings
Research question number four addressed parents’ recommendations for
improving home-school relations and asked: How do the parents of
high-achieving African American students think schools should modify their
current parent involvement programs to better meet the needs of African
American families? The African American parents of high-achieving students in
this study made suggestions for schools in three areas: school programs for
families, teacher expectations, and teacher knowledge about how home and
community environments affect students.
Parents in this study indicated their support for parent involvement
activities at the school, including student performances and parent nights for
individual classrooms. They expected teachers to hold high expectations for all
students and to avoid making assumptions about children based on variables
such as race or social class. Instead, parents suggested that classroom
teachers should focus more on individual family environments rather than the
cultural groups to which students belong. Lastly, they encouraged schools to
learn more about the communities in which students live and how both home and
community environments impact the teaching-learning process.
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CHAPTER FIVE

IMPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS

FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
Introduction
The findings of this study provide insights and information for individuals
concerned about educational practices and policies that impact the home-school
relationships of all families. This chapter discusses the implications of these
findings for parents and families, teachers and schools, school districts, and
teacher educators. Suggestions concerning future research on home-school
relationships are given.

Implications for Parents and Families
The findings of this study illustrate the power of positive home-school
connections and how parents who are involved in their children’s education
contribute to the success of their children. Furthermore, these findings reveal an
intergenerational effect on parents' attitudes and beliefs about parental
involvement in education and suggest that extended family members can also
contribute to children's success in school. These implications are now
addressed using the work of Epstein and Bourdieu as a basis for discussion.
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Support for Epsteifi’s j/Vork

The findings revealed that African American parents of high-achieving
elementary students who participated in this study accept some responsibility for
the education of their children. While parents expect the school to teach their
children basic curricular content and related academic skills appropriate for each
grade level, they perceived themselves as being at least partially responsible for
their children's learning. Parents reported that it is their responsibility to teach
their children to value education, work hard in school, and support learning at
home.
While at least six major types of parent involvement practices have been
identified (Epstein, 1995), parent participants reported being actively involved in
three types of practices: maintaining two-way communication with the school,
engaging in school-related activities at home, and volunteering at school as well
as attending school events and programs. Furthermore, parents' comments
during interviews reflected their disapproval of other parents who make no
attempt to become involved in their children’s education.
In terms of Epstein’s (1986) theoretical model of overlapping spheres of
influence, the home-school relationships of the African American families
described by this group of parents indicate that the two spheres of influence, the
family and school, do, indeed, overlap. These findings about the perceived
responsibilities of families and schools add to the validity of Epstein's model in
that they illustrate how the interactions of members of both institutions affect
student learning and development. Furthermore, depending on whether these
interactions are positive or negative, families and schools can be drawn closer
together or pushed farther apart.
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The parent involvement literature suggests that many families, especially
minority and/or poor families, feel alienated from schools (Comer, 1986);
conversely, many schools find some parents “hard to reach” (Epstein & Dauber,
1993). However, the findings of this study focusing on parents of high-achieving
African American students support Epstein’s premise that parent involvement is
a variable that can increase or decrease school effectiveness and student
success, depending upon the actions of teachers, administrators, parents, and
students. Furthermore, these findings add to the growing body of literature
(Bloom, 1982; Clark, 1983; Davies, 1991; Epstein, 1990; Scott-Jones, 1987;
Walberg, 1984) that suggests that a student’s home environment is a critical
factor influencing student achievement.
An Intergenerational Effect
Another important implication of this research stems from the participants’
accounts of how their own parents were involved in their schooling. Teaching
children the value of an education, instilling a strong work ethic, and parents’
support of learning at home were themes that recurred across two generations.
These themes, evident in parents’ recollection of their own schoolyears as well
as reports of their own parent involvement practices, suggest an
intergenerational effect on parents’ attitudes and beliefs about involvement in
education. Therefore, an important implication from this study is that parents
need to be aware of the longlasting effects their involvement in education, or
lack thereof, can have on present and future family generations.
The general background, knowledge, disposition, and skills that one
generation passes onto the next has been referred to as “cultural capital”
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). According to Bourdieu's theory, family
background provides linguistic and cultural advantages to some students, giving
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them an educational edge in that they are more familiar with the dominant
culture which the school system requires for academic success. While
Bourdieu's work has focused primarily on social class, the findings of this study
suggest that the concept of “cultural capital” could apply to minority families as
well. The African American families in this study, for example, appear to
possess enough “cultural capital” to help their children succeed in school;
however, many minority families may not have the knowledge or skills necessary
to help their children succeed in a predominantly white school culture.
The-Extendad Family

This research also adds to the growing body of literature on extended
family support for African American student success (Bright, 1994). In
describing their childhood years, several parents explained how extended family
members, such as an uncle or sibling, often helped them with their schoolwork
because their parents could not. While the focus of this study was on parents
and not the extended family, parents' comments about their own upbringing
suggest the potential influence that extended family members can have in
assuring school success and strengthening the home-school relationship.
Summary

African American parents in this study reported that they are actively
involved In their children's schooling and perceived themselves as being part of
the school success equation (see pages 76 through 83). These findings suggest
that parents who are passive about the education of their children may be
unaware of the vital role they can play in helping their children succeed in
school. While much blame is placed on schools for the low achievement of
some students, families must learn to recognize how home environment
influences children’s learning and how parental involvement in education can
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contribute to their children’s success in school. These findings also suggest that
the extended family network is an important factor contributing to the success of
African American students. Finally, the results of this study reveal an
intergenerational effect on parents’ attitudes and beliefs about involvement in
education.
Implications for Teachers and Schoois
This study has important implications for teachers and schools both in
terms of the development of school and family partnerships and in supporting
the goals of multicultural education. In a review of the research on families,
schools, and communities, Hidalgo et al. (1995) identify the need to link school
and family partnerships and multicultural education, stating that schools must
take leadership to develop programs in three areas: curriculum and instruction,
interpersonal and race relations, and school and family partnerships. Hidalgo et
al. propose that, while the first two areas are traditional components of
multicultural education, the third topic—schools and family partnerships—is a
critical component of multicultural education that schools need to address to
ensure the success of all students. These three aspects of multicultural
education provide an appropriate basis for discussing this study’s findings and
the implications for teachers and schools. Implications for staff development are
also discussed.
Curriculum and Instruction
Banks (1992) identifies five dimensions of multicultural education:
empowerment, equity pedagogy, prejudice reduction, knowledge construction,
and content integration. The curricular and instructional implications of this
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study address three of these dimensions: content integration, equity pedagogy,
and teachers’ conceptions of knowledge.
Content-lntegration

In interviews, parents reported their concerns about how the histories and
contributions of various ethnic groups, including African Americans, are
presented to students. While Black History Month, for example, is observed by
most schools, parents indicated their preference for integrating ethnic content
into the curriculum in a more purposeful manner. These findings illustrate the
usefulness of Banks’ four approaches to teaching ethnic content to students (see
Figure 2). While use of the Contributions or Additive Approach may be an
appropriate first step for some teachers and/or with very young students, parents
advocated for approaches such as the Transformation Approach which teaches
students to view issues and events from different perspectives. Furthermore,
parents did not emphasize the African American perspective only, instead, they
expressed their concern that the stories of all peoples, including Asians,
Hispanics, and Native Americans, be heard in the classroom.
These findings further suggest that in order to address this aspect of
multicultural education successfully, teachers, the majority of whom are
themselves products of Eurocentric teaching, may need to add to their own
knowledge base about the histories of various ethnic groups. In addition,
teachers need to continue advancing beyond more superficial approaches to
ethnic studies to explore more meaningful ways of integrating ethnic content
across the curriculum throughout the school year.
Teachers and students alike can learn more about the histories of various
minority groups by inviting families to share information with schools about their
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Figure 2 Levels of integration of Ethnic Content

Level 4
The Social Action Approach
Students make decisions on
important social issues and take
actions to help solve them.

Level 3
The Transformation Approach
The structure of the curriculum is
changed to enable students to view
concepts, issues, events, and
themes from the perspective of
diverse ethnic and cultural groups.

Level 2
The Additive Approach
Content, concepts, themes, and
perspectives are added to the
curriculum without changing its
structure.

Level 1
The Contributions Approach
Focuses on heroes, holidays and
discrete cultural elements.

Source: Banks, J.A. (1991)
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culture and personal experiences. Epstein (1995) identifies this type of parent
involvement practice as one of the challenges that must be met if schools
are to involve all families in education. By building on the strengths of families in
this manner, teachers can infuse multicultural content into the curriculum and
make instruction more relevant for all students. Teachers themselves will benefit
from this type of parent involvement practice as well in that their respect for
families’ strengths will increase and their understanding of student diversity will
be enhanced.
Eguity: Pedagogy.

This study's findings also have pedagogical implications for teachers.
Content issues are “only the tip of the iceberg” of multicultural education,
according to Ladson-Billings (1994), who explains that unless teachers modify
their teaching strategies, changes to the curriculum won't ensure the success of
all students. Since students have diverse backgrounds and abilities and learn
differently, equity pedagogy implies that in order for students to have the same
learning opportunities, teachers need to address these differences by varying
their instructional methods.
Parent responses in this study reflected this dimension of multicultural
education in that they expected teachers to take into account the various
learning styles and cultural backgrounds that children bring with them to the
classroom. Teachers need to recognize that different ethnic groups do, in
general, prefer certain teaching strategies. Research has shown, for example,
that African American students respond better to collaborative, hands-on
approaches (Willis, 1993). However, while teachers need to be aware of these
preferences, they must guard against overgeneralizing about cultural groups.
While correlations between variables such as race and learning style may exist,
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teachers need to recognize students as individuals with diverse home
environments and life experiences when designing instruction.
Parents’ knowledge about their children can be an important resource for
teachers as they develop their instructional programs, yet some teachers fail to
take advantage of this knowledge. By tapping into what parents know about how
their children learn and the kinds of activities they enjoy most, teachers can
become more effective in choosing instructional approaches that are appropriate
for all learning styles. This information could be obtained from parents through
the use of inventories or questionnaires that focus on students’ strengths and
interests as well as during activities such as parent-teacher conferences.
Teachers’ Conceptions of Knowledge
How teachers conceive knowledge is central to “culturally relevant
teaching” (Ladson-Billings, 1990) and relates to one of the five dimensions of
multicultural education (Banks, 1992). Culturally relevant teachers recognize
different types of knowledge (Banks, 1993), believe that knowledge is
continuously recreated, and that it reflects the social context in which it is
created.
Interview data revealed that the parents in this study acknowledged the
personal/cultural (Banks, 1993) knowledge that their children bring to the
classroom and expect teachers to build on that knowledge. Parents expressed a
desire for their children’s school experiences to equip them academically without
alienating them from their homes, families, and cultures. This finding lends
credence to the notion suggested by Banks, that teachers can use
“personal/cultural knowledge” as a vehicle to motivate students and as a
foundation for teaching school knowledge.
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These findings also suggest the need for teachers to learn more about the
home and community environments in which their students live and the effects
that these environments have on learning and on achievement in school. As
Bourdieu noted, students differ in the amount of “cultural capital" (Bourdieu &
Passeron, 1977) they bring with them to school. These differences in cultural
experiences in the home affect children’s adjustment to school and academic
achievement. The findings of this study suggest that how teachers deal with
these differences is critical to children's success in school.
Interpersonal and Race Relations
The education of children involves a multitude of social relationships
between and among parents, students, teachers, and administrators. These
relationships can become more complicated when cultural differences are
involved, such as race or social class. The findings of this study have
implications for the interpersonal relationships formed between the home and
school, especially for African American families.
Interpersonal Relationships
One of the basic principles underlying Epstein’s theoretical model of
overlapping spheres of influence is that the actions of individuals—parent,
teacher, principal, student—determine the extent of overlap between the home
and the school. The widening demographic gap between teacher and student
populations can add a layer of complexity to this aspect of Epstein’s model in
that racial differences between families and school personnel have the potential
to create misunderstandings and damage home-school relationships.
The African American parents who participated in this study described
their relationships with their children’s teachers as being strong, positive, and
supportive. They reported that they communicate with teachers on a frequent
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basis on matters related to curriculum, academic achievement, and behavior.
While parents did not expect to always agree with their children’s teachers, they
expected that teachers would listen to their concerns and perspectives on
various issues. Furthermore, parents expressed their admiration for teachers
who act as “mothers" nurturing students’ self-esteem and creating “family-like”
(Epstein, 1994) environments in the classroom.
These findings reinforce Epstein’s theoretical model in that the positive
interpersonal relationships described by parents in this study illustrate how the
actions of individuals influence the extent of overlap between the two
spheres—the home and the school—and can result in strong home-school
relationships. Teachers, as well as parents, need to be aware of how their
attitudes toward parents and their presence on school campuses can promote or
weaken family-school connections.
While parent comments focused primarily on their relationships with
classroom teachers, these findings can be applied further in that principals can
set the tone for parent involvement at schools. Principals who welcome parents
on campus, get to know families, seek parental input in making various
decisions, and include parents on different school committees send a clear
message to teachers and parents alike that families and schools must work
together in order for students to be successful. Therefore, an important
implication of this research is that school administrators need to lend their
support, including the allocation of human and financial resources, to parents
and teachers in their efforts to strengthen home-school relationships.
On Being African American
As African Americans, parents expressed concern about their children’s
self-esteem growing up in a predominantly white, often racist society.
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These findings are in keeping with previous research in that racial identity
development has been identified as an important factor in African American
mothers’ lives and in how they socialize their children; mothers feel a
responsibility to teach their children the skills needed to survive in a potentially
hostile world outside their family and community (Bright, 1994). Furthermore,
studies (Bowman & Howard, 1985) focusing on the relationship between racial
identity and student achievement suggest that students who receive parental
support for positive Black identity development are more likely to succeed in
school. The findings of this study add to the growing body of literature that
suggests that African American parents are, indeed, concerned about preparing
their children to survive in a White world and, in fostering this development, can
contribute to their children’s success in school.
The findings also revealed that the African American parents in this study
expect teachers to promote positive racial identity development in the classroom
by being sensitive to the emotional and psychological needs of all their students.
Parents described their concerns about the inclusiveness of the curriculum and
the need for a variety of instructional approaches but did not identify the race of
their children’s teachers as an important factor in the racial identity development
of their children.
To date, there is no empirical evidence that students of color learn better
when taught by teachers of color. A recent review of the literature on African
American teachers (King, 1993) finds no connection between teacher
race/ethnicity and student achievement. Ladson-Billings (1994) states that the
positive aspect of this finding is that it makes all teachers accountable for
teaching all students. The findings of this study support this viewpoint in that
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parents have the same expectations for all teachers to insure the success of all
students.
School and Family Partnerships
Using Epstein’s (1995) typology of parent involvement practices, the
results of this study suggest that teachers play a major role in fostering three
types of parent involvement practices; communicating, learning at home, and
volunteering or attending activities at school.
Communicaling

The importance of establishing two-way communication with parents is
essential to any parent involvement program. Parents in this study clearly stated
that they want to be kept informed about the program of study, learning
expectancies, and their children’s progress in all areas. These findings suggest
that teachers need to utilize a variety of communicative methods with parents,
such as notes, phone calls, conferences, and daily and/or weekly reports to
insure that ongoing communication with parents takes place. Furthermore,
depending on the economic resources of families and schools, other avenues of
communication, such as e-mail and the creation of web pages on the Internet,
should also be explored.
Learning at Home

Since parents reported a high level of involvement with homework
assignments and other school-related activities at home, these findings suggest
that homework is a critical link between the home and school. Therefore,
teachers need to be aware of the importance of various aspects of homework
design. This study’s findings reveal, for example, that parents expect teachers
to introduce new ideas and skills to students; therefore, homework assignments
should be an outgrowth of classroom instruction. Teachers also need to insure
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that students understand what to do before an assignment is sent home to be
completed. Homework that is purposeful and clearly understood by students is
more likely to be viewed by parents as important to a child’s school success and
invites parent participation.
In helping their children at home, parents in this study also expressed the
frustration they feel when teachers use different methods for teaching concepts
and skills than the methods used when they were in school. This finding adds to
the parent involvement literature (Epstein, 1992; Gilbert & Gay, 1985;
Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Burow, 1995; Lareau, 1989) that suggests many
parents want to help their children at home but do not know how. Therefore,
another implication for teachers is that schools need to continue their efforts to
give parents information on how to help their children with their schoolwork at
home. Activities such as “Family Math Night” that invite families to school to
learn new strategies for practicing skills should be encouraged. This information
will help parents create more “school-like” families (Epstein, 1995) by enriching
the “curriculum of the home" (Walberg, 1984).
Volunteering and/or Attendance at School Programs
A third implication for teachers relates to parent involvement practices
such as volunteering and/or attending school programs. Interview data revealed
that parents enjoy coming to the school to watch their children perform.
Therefore, as students learn new skills and acquire new knowledge, teachers
need to look for opportunities to celebrate this learning by inviting parents to get
together at the school for special performances or for the culminating event of a
class project.
Despite the increase in single parent households and families with both
parents working, parents in this study also reported that they volunteer to help
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the school in whatever way their work schedules allow. While few parents today
can, for example, volunteer to fill the role of the traditional “room mother,” these
findings suggest that teachers need to identify other ways in which parents can
help the school, such as organizing a class newsletter, arranging for guest
speakers, or gathering resources for special class projects.
The findings of this study have important implications for school-wide
parent involvement structures such as the PTA. Parents in this study expressed
their concern with the representation of minority families and interests in the
PTA. They also explained that their involvement with PTA activities depends to
a large extent on their work schedules. Parents’ comments about the PTA
suggest that, given the changing circumstances of today’s families, the
traditional PTA may not be the best way for schools to invite parent involvement.
In a time where individual school populations, even at the elementary level, are
mushrooming, schools may wish to consider exploring ways of establishing
smaller, more intimate parent networks based on students’ interests, parents'
work schedules, or the grade level of children, for example, which will allow
parents to develop more meaningful relationships within the school setting.
Summary

In encouraging parent participation in education, these findings suggest
that, above all, teachers and schools need to establish and maintain an “open
door" policy with parents which allows parents to feel welcome and invites their
participation. While some educators view parents as obtrusive, the findings of
this study illustrate that teachers who build on parents’ strengths and welcome
their input have more positive home-school relationships.
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Staff Development implications

The findings of this study lend support to the basic goals of multicultural
education: the promotion of equity and respect, the recognition of contributions,
and a sense of community (Hidalgo et al., 1995) and reinforce the need for
ongoing staff development in this area. One-time workshops in multicultural
education that do not allow teachers the opportunity to apply new information will
be of little benefit to teachers and their students. School-wide staff development
programs should incorporate the dimensions of multicultural education, including
content integration and equity pedagogy, on a continual basis and should
provide opportunities for follow-up.
This study also suggests the need for staff development focusing on
home-school relationships and the various types of parent involvement practices
that can strengthen connections between families and schools. Teachers who
perceive the home and school as overlapping spheres of influence in the
education of children will be more likely to recognize the value of parental
participation and will provide parents with more opportunities for involvement.
Furthermore, teachers need to expand their definitions of parent involvement to
include newer, more relevant ways parents can become involved in their
children’s education.
Teachers who are successful in getting parents involved in their children’s
schooling should be provided with opportunities to share their strategies with
other teachers who are less effective in developing positive home-school
connections. By sharing strategies and success stories, perhaps those teachers
who are reluctant to involve parents will recognize the benefits of parent
involvement in education and will modify their practices accordingly. Finally, as
educators work together and talk about parent involvement practices that work.
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fewer families will be considered “hard to reach” and more positive home-school
relationships will be established.

Implications for Schooi Districts: Human Resources
The implications of this study are of importance to school districts and
their human resources departments in three areas: the recruitment of minority
teachers, teacher placement policies and procedures, and in the supervision and
evaluation of teachers as well as administrators.
The Recruitment of Minority Teachers
The findings of this study support the efforts of school districts, especially
in urban areas where large numbers of poor and minority students are in
attendance, to recruit more minority teachers. However, interview data revealed
that parents in this study were more concerned with teacher effectiveness than
they were with the race of their children’s teachers. Therefore, the results of this
research support school districts’ efforts to recruit more minorities to fill teaching
positions but not at the expense of the desired qualifications.
However, finding an adequate number of qualified minority applicants for
teaching positions remains a challenge for school districts. It has been reported
(Kemp, 1990) that minority college students indicate little or no interest in
pursuing degrees in education and teaching careers. Furthermore, in response
to parents’ desire for more Black male teachers, African Americans are the least
likely of all populations to choose teaching as a career (Gallavan, 1994). School
districts and institutions of higher education throughout the nation need to
collaborate and develop strategies for solving this dilemma.
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These findings are also related to the procedures human resources
departments use to place teachers in their school assignments. Parents in this
study expressed their disapproval of systems which allow older, more
experienced teachers to teach in more affluent areas and tend to place teachers
new to the system in less desirable teaching assignments such as low-income
neighborhoods. However, parents also disapproved of systems that reward
teachers financially for teaching in schools designated as “at-risk”, implying that
some teachers may be more interested in earning extra money than in the
welfare of the students. Therefore, this study identifies the need for school
districts to examine their current teacher placement practices in an effort to
insure a fair distribution of the districts' most qualified and dedicated teachers.
While parents in this study did not specifically talk about administrators,
the assignments of principals to designated schools may be perceived as a
parallel problem. Some larger school districts make it a practice to assign new,
inexperienced principals to schools in low-income areas; conversely, more
experienced school administrators are often rewarded with assignments in
newer, more affluent neighborhoods. This practice shortchanges students who
are already at a disadvantage in that inexperienced teachers and administrators
learn at the students' expense. The findings of this study can thus be expanded
to include the need to consider the ramifications that both ineffective teacher
and administrator placements have on the achievement level of poor and
minority student populations.
Parents in this study also expressed their concerns with teacher burnout.
One parent in particular suggested that school districts should consider
establishing a limit for the length of time a teacher can stay at one school. While
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this suggestion may not be practical or even desirable in many school systems,
some districts might benefit from a review of their policies and regulations
regarding both voluntary and involuntary transfers and length of both teacher
and principal assignments, especially in “at-risk” schools.
Supervision and Evaluation Policies
Lastly, this study's findings are of importance to personnel policies and
practices regarding supervision and evaluation. Given the widening gap
between teacher and student demographics, evaluation criteria for teachers
need to include the ability to work effectively with diverse students and their
families. Teacher job performance needs to be evaluated in terms of curricular
programs, instructional practices, and the strategies used for inviting parent
involvement in education.
This implication applies to the evaluation of school principals as well.
These findings reinforce the desire parents have to be involved in the education
of their children and illustrate the positive effects their involvement can have on
student achievement. Principals' attitudes toward parent participation both at
the school and classroom level can have positive or negative effects on parents
and teachers. Therefore, in designing evaluation instruments, human resources
departments need to continue to include parent involvement practices in the
evaluation criteria for administrators as well as teachers.

Implications for Teacher Educators
The findings of this research support the case for coursework in
multicultural education as a part of all teacher preparation programs. In
addition, the results suggest that, since both families and schools share
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responsibilities in the education of children, prospective teachers can benefit
from family studies and learning about the sociological aspects of education.
ÆCase for Multicultural Education
If current demographic trends continue, our student population will
become more diverse while the teaching population will remain predominantly
White. Teacher candidates are themselves locked into their own ‘monocultural’
backgrounds (Grant, 1989; Fuller & Ahler, 1987) and tend to resist enrolling in
courses or practicum experiences that are likely to expose them to multicultural
perspectives (Mahan & Boyle, 1981 ). Furthermore, according to Santos (1986),
the majority of prospective teachers do not have numerous relationships with
people of other races and have rarely been instructed by anything but an
Anglo-centric curriculum. If teachers are to be effective in working with diverse
student populations, they will need to be prepared to teach children of color and
to work effectively with their families. A strong background in multicultural
education can help prospective teachers understand the role that culture plays
in the teaching-learning process and how student achievement is affected.
Teacher preparation courses need to provide future teachers with both a
theoretical knowledge base as well as the classroom practices that embrace the
dimensions of multicultural education, including content integration, equity
pedagogy, and knowledge construction. In addition to curricular and
instructional aspects of multicultural education, this research supports the need
for future teachers to gain knowledge in racial identity development. Theories
such as Banks’ stages of ethnicity (see Figure 3) can help prospective teachers
understand all aspects of child development and how all areas of growth can
affect school achievement.
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FIGURES
The Emerging Stages of Ethnicity: A Preliminary Typology
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While many universities are now requiring that future teachers take
coursework in multicultural education, such studies are often minimal and result
in superficial coverage of multicultural concerns in education. Even veteran
teachers who take multicultural courses often increase their theoretical
knowledge base but cannot translate this new knowledge into effective
classroom practices. This research study supports the need for teacher
educators to develop in-depth multicultural courses for both pre- and in-service
teachers that will truly enhance the students’ understanding of multicultural
issues in education and will enable them to put theory into practice.
The Sociology of Education
As discussed earlier, the findings of this study add to the validity of
Epstein’s theoretical model of overlapping spheres of influence and support the
premise that the actions of individual teachers and parents can bring families
and schools closer together or push them farther apart. Thus, a major
implication of this study is that teacher preparation programs should include
coursework in the sociology of education; sociologists need to include schools In
family studies as well.
In addition to building this theoretical knowlege base, preservice teachers
need to learn how to put theory into practice by exploring the various types of
parent involvement practices that work best with families. At present, few field
experiences provide opportunities to work with parents of students. Therefore,
teacher preparation classes and field experiences need to be designed with the
role of the family and the power of parent involvement in mind. Student teaching
and practicum experiences offer pre-service teachers numerous opportunities to
explore the six types of parent involvement. Teacher educators need to design
field assignments which will provide future teachers with opportunities to work
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with diverse families and to develop skills and strategies for working effectively
with parents.

Suggestions for Future Research
This research study focused on parents of high-achieving African
American elementary students and their perceptions of the home-school
relationship. In addition to describing the responsibilities of families and schools
in the education of children, the parent participants reported ways in which they
are currently involved in their children’s schooling. Furthermore, parents
described their concerns about schools, especially as they relate to the needs of
African American students and offered suggestions for improving the education
of school populations designated as being "at risk.”
The findings of this research study have implications for parents,
teachers, principals, school districts, and teacher educators as they strive to
develop and maintain positive home-school connections. Additional questions
are raised by this research concerning the home-school relationships of African
American families suggesting further study. These questions include;
1. What findings occur when this same research study examining
the perceptions and parent involvement practices of African American parents is
conducted with other minority groups? With White parents?
2. What are the interdependent effects of race and social class on
level of parent involvement in education?
3. What are the reasons given by non-participatory parents for their lack
of involvement in the schooling of their children?
4. How, if at all, does the educational level of parents influence the
extent to which parents are involved in their children’s education?
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5. How, if at all, does a student's academic ability influence the level of
parental involvement? Similar research could be conducted with parents of
"gifted and talented” students or with parents of children in special education
programs.
6. What effect(s) does family size have on the level of parent involvement
in education?
7. What are the attitudes of White parents toward minority parents within
the school setting? What are the attitudes of minority parents toward White
parents within the school setting?
8. How do teachers perceive their role and the role of parents in the
education of children? In what ways do teachers report that they promote parent
involvement? While this study focused on parents, the same or similar
questions could be asked of teachers about the responsibilities of families and
schools and current parent involvement programs and practices.
9. What are the attitudes and perceptions of teachers toward parent
involvement, especially toward minority and/or poor families?
10. What can teachers do to foster the positive racial identity
development of minority students?
11. What kinds of practices have been successful in teaching parents
how to help their children at home with school-related work?
12. What approaches can teachers use to learn more about the home
environments of their students?
13. What types of homework assignments are most conducive to family
involvement in learning?
14. What alternatives to the traditional Back-to-School Night have been
effective in getting parents to attend school events?
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15. How can the traditional PTA be restructured to better represent all
families, especially in large schools?
16. In what ways can parents volunteer to help teachers both in and
outside the classroom?
17. What have been the outcomes of school districts’ efforts to recruit
more minority teachers?
18. How can school districts attract and retain the best teachers and
administrators for placement in “at-risk” schools?
19. What efforts are being made by college and university teacher
preparation programs to include a parent involvement component?
These questions suggesting further research evolved from this
exploratory study of the home-school relationships of successful African
American students and can be approached using a variety of methodologies
including both quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection.
Focus group discussions, for example, could be used in similar parent
involvement studies with groups of parents representing other cultural
backgrounds, with parents of children identified as gifted and talented, and/or
with parents of children in remedial or other special education programs as
suggested by questions 1, 3, and 6. Many of the questions listed above could
also be approached using individual interviews with parents, teachers, and
school district administrators as a data collection method. Questions focusing
on attitudes, such as questions 2 and 5, suggest the possibility of using a
self-administered questionnaire to collect data. The collection and analysis of
quantitative data, such as records of parent attendance at school events and
numbers related to the recruitment of minorities into education, would also be
appropriate for addressing some of these questions.
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Longitudinal studies focusing on parent involvement practices over time
could also be designed to address questions such as question 4 which focuses
on the relationship between family size and level of parent involvement in
education. For example, data about parents’ involvement in the education of
their first child could be collected through a variety of quantitative and qualitative
methods and compared years later with parental involvement activities with the
last child.
Finally, in exploring levels of parent involvement over time, this research
exploring the home-school relationships of African American families can also be
used as the springboard for a longitudinal study involving the same families who
participated in this study. While parents in this study described themselves as
being very involved in their children's education, it would be interesting to
explore their involvement as well as to track their children’s success in school
over time.
It is hoped that in the future, other individuals with an interest in parent
involvement and/or multicultural issues will attempt to answer these questions.
This study focusing on the families of high-achieving African American
elementary students illustrates how, working together, parents and teachers can
help children succeed in school. Hopefully, by allowing parents the opportunity
to “have their say,” this research will help dispel dangerous myths about African
American families and will encourage parents and teachers of all cultural
backgrounds to work harder at developing positive home-school relationships
that will ultimately help all children, as one parent put it, “realize their fullest
human potential.”
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DATE:

June 17, 1996

TO:

Donna Mahler (ICS)
M/S 3005

FROM:
RE:

, Dr. William E. Schulze, Director
/(^'feffice of Sponsored Programs (X13 57)
Status of Human Subject Protocol Entitled:
"The Home-School Relationships of High-Achieving Africaui
American Elementary Students"
OSP #311s0696-042e

The protocol for the project referenced above has been reviewed by
the Office of Sponsored Programs and it has been determined that it
meets the criteria for exemption from full review by the UNLV human
subjects Institutional Review Board.
Except for any required
conditions or modifications noted below, this protocol is approved
for a period of one year from the date of this notification, and
work on the project may proceed.
Should the use of human subjects described in this protocol
continue beyond a year from the date of this notification, it will
be necessary to request an extension.

cc:

S. Zehm (ICS-3005)
OSP File

Office of Sponsored Programs
4505 Maryland Parkway • Box 451037 • Las Vegas, Nevada 89154-1037
(702) 895-1357 • FAX (702) 895-4242
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APPENDIX III
DESERT ROSE SCHOOL DISTRICT PERMISSION
TO CONDUCT DOCTORAL RESEARCH STUDY

INTER-OPFICC MEMORANDUM

TO:

Donna Mahler, Professional

FROM:

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ Chairman, Committee to Review Cooperative Research
R
e
q
u
e
s
t
s
D
A
T
E
:
August 21, 1996

SUBJECT:

Development Education

Approval of Cooperative Research Request

The Committee to Review Cooperative Research Requests has reviewed and
approved your proposal entitled "The Home-School Relationships of HighAchieving African-American Elementary Students."
We were very Impressed by the quality of your proposal,
for Inviting us to participate In your research.

and we thank you
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APPENDIX IV
LETTER TO PARENTS
(Date)
Dear Parent or Guardian,
Hello! I am a doctoral student at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. I
am about to begin studying the home-school relationships of high-achieving
African American students. The purpose of my study is to learn about how the
parents of high-achieving African American students are involved in their
children’s education. To accomplish this, I will be conducting a series of
discussions and individual interviews focusing on parent involvement in their
children’s education with parents or guardians of students attending (name of
school).
I have obtained permission from both (the university) and the Desert Rose
School District to conduct this study. Furthermore, Ms. Principal, principal of
(name of school), supports this project. However, I am in need of your
assistance in finding parents who would be willing to take the time to participate
in this study. I would also need to get from these parents information about
family ethnicity and income as well as students’ test scores.
If you are willing to participate in this study, please take a few minutes to
sign the attached permission slip and return it to your child’s teacher as soon as
possible. All information obtained will remain confidential and will be used
ONLY in the selection of parent participants for this study.
Should you be selected and agree to participate in the discussions, your
participation will be completely voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at
any time. The findings of this study will be reported in a doctoral dissertation
which will be shared with the university and appropriate members of the school
district. Real names of parents and students will not be used in the writing of the
final report.
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Parents and teachers share the same hopes and dreams for our children.
I hope that you will assist me in finding parents to participate in this study
designed to better understand home-school relationships and how they can help
students succeed in school.
Sincerely,
Donna Mahler, Doctoral Student
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APPENDIX V
PARENT PERMISSION SLIP

NAME OF STUDENT_______________________ GRADE
STUDENTS TEACHER_______________ ROOM NUMBER.
NAME OF PARENT OR GUARDIAN___________________
PHONE NUMBER_______________________
Yes, I am willing to participate in the parent involvement study being conducted
by Donna Mahler, a doctoral student at (university). I am also willing to provide
the necessary information regarding my family's ethnicity and income level as
well as access to my child’s test scores. I understand that this information will
be kept confidential and will be used ONLY in the selection of parents to
participate in Ms. Mahler’s group discussions and/or individual interviews.

(Parent or guardian’s signature)

(Date)

Please circle the day(s) that you would prefer to participate in a discussion
group and/or interview:
Mon.

Tues.

Wed.

Thurs.

Fri.

Sat.

Sun.

Which time(s) would you prefer to meet?
during the day

in the evening

on the weekend

Comments:__________ ____________________________________

PLEASE RETURN THIS FORM TO YOUR CHILD’S TEACHER.
Thank you!
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APPENDIX VI
SAMPLE LETTER OF INVITATION
TO FOCUS GROUP
(Date)
(Name and address of participant)
Dear (Name of parent),
Thank you for accepting my invitation to participate in my parent
involvement study! The group discussion will be held at (location) on (day and
date). As you already know, the school is located at (address). When you
arrive, please go through the main gate near the office where you will be
directed to the teacher’s lounge area. I would like you to be my guest for a light
lunch which will begin at 12:30 p.m. The discussion on parent involvement will
follow lunch and conclude by 3:00 p.m.
The discussion group will be made up of parents of high-achieving African
American students in grades 3, 4, and 5 attending ...Magnet School. We will be
discussing parent involvement in education and I would like to get your opinion
on this subject. This is strictly a research project associated with my work at the
(university’s name and location). In appreciation for sharing your time and
thoughts with me, you will be receiving a small gift for your child that I hope
he/she will enjoy.
Since I am talking with a limited number of parents, your attendance and
participation is important to me and to the success of this project. Unfortunately,
child care will not be provided. Should you be unable to attend for this or any
other reason, please call to let me know as soon as possible. My home phone
number is (number).
Thanks again for your interest in this study. Because of your
participation, more will be known about how parents and schools can work
together to help all children become successful. I look forward to seeing you on
(date)!
Sincerely,
Donna Mahler, Doctoral Student
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APPENDIX VII
SUBJECT CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION
IN DOCTORAL RESEARCH STUDY

“Having Their Say: Parents of High-Achieving African
American Elementary Students Talk About
the Home-School Relationship”
The purposes of this study have been explained to me by Donna Mahler, a
doctoral student at (university’s name). I agree to participate in this study, and I
understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time. I also agree to the use
of a tape recorder during focus group discussions and individual interviews.
I understand that my real name and that of my child’s will not be used in the final
report. I have received a copy of this consent form.

Parent Signature

DATE _

Student Signature_______________________ DATE
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APPENDIX VIII
FAMILY DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE
Parent’s name
1. What is your marital status?
married
divorced
single
widow/er
2. How many people (children and adults) live in your house? _
What are their relationships to you? (for example, your son)
3. Do you work outside the home?

yes

no

If so, what is your occupation?_____________________
4. What is your level of education?
did not finish high school
high school diploma
bachelor’s degree
master’s degree
doctorate
5. What is your average total family income a year?
under $20,000 a year
$21,000 to $35,000
$36,000 to $50,000
$51,000 to $65,000
$66,000 to $80,000
$81,000 to $95,000
over $95,000 a year
Does your child qualify for free lunch?

reduced lunch?

6. Is your child in any special instructional programs at school? yes / no
If so, what program(s)?

______________________________
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APPENDIX IX
QUESTIONING ROUTE
(Focus group only)
Introductory question;
Tell us your name and one thing your child enjoys about school.
1. Think back to your own school experiences. What role did your parents
play in your education?
2. Let’s talk about how you support your child in the learning process.
How are you currently involved in your child’s education? At home?
at school? How are other family members (e.g., spouse) involved?
3. Let’s talk about the responsibilities of families and schools in the
in the education of children. How are they the same? Different?
4. In helping your child succeed in school, what areas of concern do you
have as a parent? As an African American parent?
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.

Curriculum?
Instruction?
Teachers?
Administration and/or office staff?
Staffing?
Other?

5. How can schools do a better job of involving parents, especially
minorities, in the education of their children?
6. In your opinion, why has your child been successful in school?
(Focus group only)
Let’s summarize the key points of our discussion about parent involvement.
(The assistant moderator will give a brief summary of the responses to questions
2, 4, 5, 6, and 7.)
Does this summary sound complete? Have we missed anything?
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APPENDIX X
LETTER TO PARENTS
FOR MEMBER CHECKING
(Date)
(Name and address of participant)
Dear (Parent’s name),
Hi! I have been working very hard on my doctoral dissertation these last few
months. After completing the focus groups and interviews with parents, I am
including some of your comments in my final report.
Enclosed are pages where you are quoted. Remember, I will not use your name
and all comments will remain confidential. May I ask one last favor? I would like
you to read over the highlighted areas to be certain that I have quoted you
accurately.
Enclosed is a small token of my appreciation as well as a self-addressed
stamped postcard. If you would return the card to me in the mail, I will be sure
that you have verified your quotes. Also, if you have any corrections or further
comments, please let me know on the postcard and I will give you a call soon to
discuss the changes. Of course, you may call me at home (phone number) in
the evening if you prefer.
Should you be interested in reading the entire dissertation when it is completed,
a copy will be left with the principals of (name of schools) at the end of April.
Once again, thank you for participating in this research project. It has been a
wonderful learning experience for me! More than ever, I am convinced that
when families and schools work together as you do, all children can be
successful in school. I wish you and your family the best—always!
With appreciation,
Donna Mahler, UNLV Doctoral Student
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